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Leveraging Attitudes, Motivations, and Values from Farmers’
Market Managers in Florida: An Opportunity to Improve
Nutritional Outcomes Through Extension
Cody Gusto
John M. Diaz
Laura A. Warner
Paul Monaghan
University of Florida
Increasingly, farmers’ markets in the United States offer nutrition incentives to
help limited-resource shoppers afford fresh fruits and vegetables and support
local farmers. Despite increased attention to these efforts, there has been less
focus on the market managers and staff members responsible for implementing
and administering incentive programs. Using qualitative data collected from
semi-structured phone interviews, we explore the attitudes, motivations, and
values of farmers’ market managers in relation to their efforts to administer and
promote a nutrition incentive program at their respective markets in Florida.
Results demonstrate that program adopting managers: 1) express concern for
inclusivity, social justice, and equity; 2) sympathize with the economic pressures
their produce grower-vendors face; 3) are motivated to provide locally grown
foods to all shoppers; 4) take pride in ethical standards and transparency
protocols; and 5) value loyalty between themselves, their vendors and their
customers. We believe Extension professionals can leverage prevailing attitudes
among market managers to improve manager engagement with nutrition incentive
programs and ensure expanded nutritional access outcomes at farmers’ markets
for limited-resource shoppers.
Keywords: attitudes, EBT, farmers’ markets, food access, market managers,
nutrition incentives, SNAP, subjective norms
Introduction
Food Insecurity and Nutritional Disparities
Over the past two decades, researchers have documented growing nutritional disparities between
high and low-income populations. Elmes (2018) found that the number of food-insecure
households nationwide grew by nearly 33% between 2000 and 2014 in the United States. As a
condition of limited, uncertain, or inconsistent access to nutritious foods, the issue of food
insecurity has driven a wave of policy and research developments (United States Department of
Address correspondence to Cody Gusto at cgusto@ufl.edu
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Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service [USDA FNS], n.d.). Federal programs such as the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP); the Women, Infants, and Children (WIC)
program; and the Senior Farmers Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP) have been expanded to
reduce food insecurity through assistance benefits for qualified individuals and families. While
federal assistance programs such as SNAP supplements food costs for limited-resource
individuals and families, researchers have argued the program does not do enough to improve
access to nutrient-dense fresh fruits and vegetables and close the nutrition gap between high and
low-income populations (Nguyen et al., 2014).
Growing awareness of this persistent nutrition gap has prompted researchers and food security
advocates in the United States to focus on increasing SNAP access at farmers’ markets to
improve nutritional outcomes for limited-resource individuals (Johnson, 2014). Defined as a
fixed location-space where grower-producers can sell their agricultural products directly to the
general public (USDA FNS, n.d.), farmers’ markets across the country employ different methods
to distribute federal food assistance benefits. Most redemption of SNAP benefits at farmers’
markets is currently done electronically, with markets designating a centralized location where
SNAP shoppers verify their eligibility with a state-issued Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT)
card (Mino et al., 2018). Typically, shoppers state the benefit amount they wish to redeem that
day, the card is swiped through a point-of-sale terminal, and the shoppers receive their benefit
amount in the form of the standard market currency for that market. As noted by Mino et al.
(2018), most farmers’ markets use some form of internal currency (e.g., tokens) to facilitate
SNAP redemptions.
Farmers’ markets have been touted for their potential to improve nutritional outcomes for a
variety of factors, from their common proximity to urban centers to the abundance of local
produce growers (Lucan, 2019). Studies suggest that living near a farmers’ market is associated
with greater produce intake (Gustafson et al., 2013; Park et al., 2011) and that the introduction of
markets may increase the consumption of certain fruits and vegetables (Evans et al., 2012).
However, some studies have contested farmers’ markets’ capacity for improving access and
reducing nutritional disparities. Lucan et al. (2015) found that markets may carry less-varied,
less-common, and more-expensive produce than nearby food retail stores. Researchers have also
found limited resource shoppers are less likely to frequent farmers’ market due to transportation
barriers, a lack of awareness about SNAP access, and perceptions about expense (HardisonMoody et al., 2018; Ward et al., 2015; Wetherill & Gray, 2015). The relevance of these farmers’
market access barriers for limited resource SNAP shoppers is evident in national data concerning
SNAP benefit redemption. According to a United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)
report, farmers’ market sales only represent .02% of the total SNAP benefit redemption amount
nationally (USDA FNS, 2018). While cost perceptions and material price barriers are not the
only factors impeding greater engagement from SNAP shoppers with farmers’ markets, they are
highly influential. To further reduce the financial barrier of accessing fresh fruits and vegetables,

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 3

7

Leveraging Attitudes, Motivations and Values from Farmers’ Market Managers

3

the USDA has promoted incentive-matching programs at markets to increase fresh fruit and
vegetable consumption across the country (Dimitri et al., 2015).
Nutrition incentive programs are designed to encourage increased redemption of federal
assistance benefits such as SNAP for locally grown fresh fruits and vegetables. The Floridabased Fresh Access Bucks (FAB) program is one such effort. Like most incentive or “doubling”
programs operating at markets across the country, FAB is primarily funded through the USDA’s
Nutrition Incentive Program grant, designed to support state-level organizations to address fruit
and vegetable access barriers for SNAP-eligible communities (National Institute of Food and
Agriculture, n.d.). FAB is intended to encourage SNAP shoppers to redeem their benefits at
participating markets to directly purchase fresh fruits and vegetables from Florida farmers
(Florida Organic Growers, n.d.). The program delivers a one-to-one match for every redeemed
SNAP benefit dollar, allowing SNAP shoppers the opportunity to exchange for FAB tokens.
These tokens can be redeemed for locally grown fresh fruits, and vegetables at any FAB
partnered market in Florida.
Extension Engagement with Markets, Managers, and Nutrition Incentive Programs
Cooperative Extension has long been engaged in promoting farmers’ markets and other direct-toconsumer (DTC) outlets to improve nutritional access for limited-resource shoppers and improve
economic solvency for local farmers (Abel et al., 1999). Since farmers’ markets are licensed by
the USDA to accept federal assistance benefits, many state Extension networks have adapted
specific programs in farmers’ market spaces to address food access concerns. These initiatives
often feature consumer-centric programming to promote the use of federal assistance programs,
such as SNAP or WIC, at markets and educate shoppers on cooking with seasonally grown fruits
and vegetables (Abel et al., 1999; Dollahite et al., 2005). One such initiative in Florida is the
Family Nutrition Program (FNP), which has provided free nutrition education to SNAP-eligible
communities since 1996 (University of Florida/IFAS, n.d.). More recent outreach initiatives
include the Expanded Food & Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP), a federal Extension
program designed to support participants’ efforts toward “self-sufficiency, nutritional health, and
well-being” (USDA NIFA, n.d.). As with Extension efforts across the country, these programs
have a presence at farmers’ markets and often engage key stakeholders to coordinate educational
outreach activities such as cooking demonstrations or food tastings. These and other initiatives
reflect Extension’s shifting role in food system development (Diekmann et al., 2017; Reynolds,
2011).
While the interaction between Extension, limited resource individuals, farmers’ markets, and
nutrition assistance benefits have been previously examined, there is currently little research that
explores the perceptions of farmers’ market managers as key stakeholders that may influence
nutritional outcomes. This view is supported by Mino et al.’s (2018) assertion that there is a
disproportionately low level of attention on farmers’ market personnel, given the rapid expansion
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of market-related programs. While many research questions remain unanswered, there have been
recent explorations of farmers’ market managers. One study explored market manager views
about the implementation of Extension educational materials designed to improve shopper
decision-making around nutrition and healthy eating (McCormack et al., 2018). Another study
examined whether market managers’ communication skills and comfort with technology
influenced their adoption of EBT (Hasin & Smith, 2018). Largely, where explorations of market
manager perspectives have occurred, they have focused on the barriers that managers face in
implementing SNAP/EBT access for shoppers (Roubal et al., 2016; Ward et al., 2015) or in
implementing nutritional incentive programs similar to FAB (Hecht et al., 2019; Payne et al.,
2013). Research to date has generally focused on those factors that may discourage manager
adoption or engagement with related programs (i.e., barriers) instead of the potential for intrinsic
attitudes, motivations, or values to influence those same outcomes. Explicit explorations of
market managers’ attitudes, motivations, and values independent of programmatic barriers are
less common, despite the recognition that addressing managers’ motivations, whether “they are
business-oriented, healthy food access–oriented, or both, will be critical to improving the food
environment through farmers markets” (Ward et al., 2015, p. 128). The role of personal
motivations for market managers is increasingly salient as highly motivated managers have been
shown to facilitate increased SNAP/EBT redemption (Roubal et al., 2016).
While Extension websites routinely provide resource support and information on nutrition
incentive programs at farmers’ markets, comparatively few Extension efforts directly evaluate
the impact of these programs or actively engage market managers and their experiences
administering federal assistance and nutrition incentive programs. Given a lack of formative or
summative evaluation focused on market managers, there is a need to improve Extension
engagement with farmers’ market managers, particularly in the context of nutritional incentive
program adoption and administration. As the emergence of nutrition incentive programs, such as
FAB, at markets is a relatively new phenomenon, there appears to be a less-established presence
by Extension in terms of promoting these programs and in their engagement with market
managers as program administrators. Extension, therefore, has a larger role to play in its outreach
to this population.
Study Purpose and Objective
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of market managers’ regarding their
experience administering and promoting FAB to SNAP shoppers. Our core research objective
was to examine the motivations, values, and personal attitudes of these managers. We conducted
in-depth, semi-structured phone interviews with 13 FAB adopting farmers’ market managers to
explore their views. In the research reported here, formative results were used to communicate
the salience of managerial perspectives and experiences in nutritional promotion efforts. We
addressed implications for Extension professionals regarding their role in outreach to farmers’
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market managers and broader outreach efforts to facilitate improved nutritional outcomes
through increased awareness of nutritional incentive services.
Methods
Study Design
This case study’s target population was managers overseeing administration of the FAB program
at farmers’ markets in Florida. Institutional review board (IRB) approval was secured prior to
contacting the study participants. Participants were purposively sampled (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011). The target population was individuals over 18 years old in the role of market
managers offering SNAP and FAB program access at their markets. Forty FAB adopting market
managers were contacted for participation. A total of 13 participants agreed to participate in the
study. We used a semi-structured questionnaire instrument for data collection (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015) and conducted interviews that ranged from 35 to 90 minutes in length. Each
interview was recorded, transcribed, and coded.
We referenced a component of the theory of planned behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1991) to help
construct our interview protocol and support and structure the emergent themes we elicited from
market managers. The TPB describes the influences upon an individual and how those influences
determine that individual’s decision to perform a behavior (Ajzen, 1991). Within the model,
these determinants of behavior combine to influence an individual’s intention to engage in that
behavior. The TPB contains three core constructs; behavioral beliefs, normative beliefs, and
control beliefs. In a formal TPB study, each of these behavioral determinants would be directly
measured to predict an individual’s behavioral intention. In our case study, we isolated the
behavioral belief construct, which explores an individual’s attitude towards a behavior, to help
frame and clarify our questions. Operationalizing this construct helped us conceptualize and
frame participants’ views towards their identity and role as farmers’ market managers.
Managers were asked what motivated them to become a farmers’ market manager and what
motivated them to remain one. Both questions prompted terms like relationships, loyalty, and
trust. Managers applied these terms to their grower-vendors and their customer base, particularly
those customers newly engaged through the FAB program. The model construct was also used to
position and organize emergent themes related to manager attitudes, motivations, and values
towards administering and promoting the FAB program to limited resource shoppers. We
continued collecting data until we had reached data saturation, which occurs when the researcher
is no longer receiving and documenting new or unique information from participants (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2015).
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Data Analysis
We used the constant comparative method (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) to identify the attitudinal,
motivational, and value-based themes regarding manager experience with FAB. All participant
interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis. Transcript files were then uploaded to a
qualitative data analysis software program (QSR International Pty Ltd., NVivo Version 12.3.0).
We classified and arranged information to examine relationships in the data. We began by
establishing first-tier codes, which corresponded to questions used in the semi-structured
interview protocol.
In the second phase, we identified emergent codes to represent concepts, themes, and meaningful
patterns that emerged within each participant case. In this phase, we nested themes within the
broader question-categories from the previous phase. Throughout the process, newly identified
codes were re-named and re-ordered to ensure their relevance to the main study objective
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Selective coding was applied as the final coding step within the
constant-comparative method. Selective coding is a procedure to compare code categories to one
another, validating relationships between them, and adapting categories that need further
refinement and development (Kolb, 2012). The process of category formation, comparison, and
rearrangement continued until every participant case had been thoroughly analyzed, and we felt
the study’s main objective had been adequately represented in the final set of thematic codes.
Peer-debriefing was employed throughout the analysis process. Peer-debriefing involves
exposing one’s findings to an objective peer “for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry
that might otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.
308). Within each stage of the analysis process, the lead researcher would draft debrief memos to
share with other study members. These efforts were intended to provide transparency on
collection and analysis progress, procedural decisions made, and intentions for next steps. Peerdebrief memos also allowed all researchers to review and scrutinize emergent codes and themes
established by the lead researcher. These exchanges forced examinations of internal bias and
helped to produce consensus on themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Results
Results demonstrate that FAB-adopting market managers have strong personal motivations,
attitudes, and values concerning their engagement with the program, their vendors, and their
SNAP shoppers. We found that managers 1) express concern for inclusivity, social justice, and
equity; 2) sympathize with the economic pressures their produce grower-vendors face; 3) are
motivated to provide locally grown foods to all shoppers; 4) take pride in ethical standards and
transparency protocols; and 5) value loyalty between themselves, their vendors and their
customers. These formative findings have implications for facilitating future support for market
managers and for how similar nutrition incentive efforts could be marketed and expanded for
increased adoption and efficacy. Market manager participants are referenced in the following
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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section by a numerical code, prefaced by the letter P (for participant). Participant 1, for example,
is referenced as (P1).
Personal Attitudes, Motivations, and Values
Concern for Social Justice, Equity & Diversity
Several managers expressed concern for limited-resource, SNAP-eligible shoppers. This concern
was broadly compelled by a desire to address racial or socioeconomic inequities and improve
diversity at their markets through assistance incentives. Managers cited some variation of these
concerns as the foundational reason for choosing to provide SNAP and FAB access at their
market. A few managers had prior experience in addressing social inequality. One respondent
stated her college degree was in social work and that she had worked directly with homeless
populations prior to coordinating the FAB program at her market. She said, “I have been
working with the homeless my whole life in some capacity, volunteering mostly. So…that’s my
motivation here” (P2).
Other managers’ commitment to improving food access was exemplified by the fact that they
and their staff did not benefit financially from these extra administrative efforts. According to
one manager, the desire to improve community access to food was a “common thread” (P4) that
linked most FAB-partnered market managers. She stated that during the FAB implementation
process, market personnel were mostly unpaid workers that “still don’t have benefits or anything
like that” and that managers and staff engagement with the FAB program is done “largely out of
the goodness of your heart and the altruistic nature of trying to give people access to food” (P4).
Another manager verified this comment more explicitly, arguing that while it was “hard to
justify” the return on investment of the program given the time and effort required, she persisted
because, as she stated, “interested in social equality in looking at our community as a whole…
not to serve just a certain population” (P6).
Managers expressed a drive to provide an environment of equality and inclusivity. To some, this
meant being aware of stigmas attached to SNAP-using, limited resource shoppers that didn’t
apply to the broader customer base. P2 said, “I try to make the distinction between a SNAP
shopper and a cash shopper…non-existent. Like, it doesn’t matter.” Some managers reported that
they needed to extend this attitude of welcoming and inclusivity to their volunteer staff,
administrative assistants, and vendors. P5 stated,
The other thing that I’ve always impressed on people who work with this, be it
volunteers or anyone who’s employed by us, I don’t care what type of customer it
is. That is the customer. They will be treated equally. You have to treat everyone
the same. They’re all customers.
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One manager relayed a story about a couple that came to her market for the first time and were
deeply embarrassed about having to use their food assistance benefits. In response to that
interaction, the manager indicated how important an empathetic response was to broader
promotion and success of the FAB program. She said,
That message is really important. And if somebody’s not passionate about it and
doesn’t cheerlead for it, sometimes it may make it a little more difficult for others
to get behind it…if you don’t believe it, you can’t sell it to somebody else. And
that, I think that is key.
Economic Viability for Vendors
Managers were motivated to ensure economic viability for their farmers and vendors. Some
managers expressed this as a foundational value. One manager stated,
One of the most important things in the farmer’s market is taking care of your
vendors. To get quality vendors, you have to take care of them. You have to
provide a great market for them, and they keep coming back. If you keep bringing
people in, they don’t wanna leave you.
Managers believed their engagement with the FAB program shouldn’t interfere with the vendors’
economic bottom-line and could instead, as P8 stated, they should “bring more customers into
the market to spend their market dollars.” One manager stated a primary goal was to ensure that
vendors “make money…and continue to grow with us in the market” and credited the
introduction of FAB as an important step to retain vendors and keep them happy (P10). The FAB
program was “an economic boon to the farmers” vendors and the market overall, with one
manager stating FAB related sales “brought in some…$40,000 that wouldn’t have been brought
in without the program” (P5; P10).
Another respondent echoed the economic value of the program, stating that while the program
was obviously beneficial to the newly accessed limited-resource, SNAP-using customer base,
FAB also “really impacts the vendors in a major way” and for vendors is “something that’s wellreceived” (P12).
Healthy, Locally Produced Food Access for Consumers
Managers recognized the nutritional disparity gap that existed in their communities broadly and
between different customer segments at their markets. For managers, improving access and
affordability of high quality, locally grown fresh fruits and vegetables to shoppers was highly
valued. For some managers, addressing “demand from customers who were searching for locally
grown…organic, or all-natural vegetables” (P3) was not only a major motivation, it was the
impetus for them starting or joining a farmers’ market in the first place (P9). These managers
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were motivated by the prospect of “filling a niche” (P3) and addressing demand for locally
grown food. Furthermore, there was an explicit recognition that the mission to provide these
foods should not exclude limited resource shoppers. As one respondent stated, “I want this to be
as accessible as possible. We wanna get fresh fruits and vegetables in the hands of as many
people as we can” (P3).
Another respondent explained how his market was situated within the “lowest income zip code”
in the county and that the immediate area around the market had concerning “quality of life
issues, in terms of education, social issues and health issues” (P9). He went on to describe his
motivations in that context and the role the farmers market could serve:
[the market]…is generally viewed as a food desert by virtually everybody who
looks at it, so we’re really the primary source of healthy food for the area. When
you see people each day…that are just so excited to be there, so excited to be
shopping, finding their awesome deals. You know…the community gets so
happy. And that’s what makes me happy, to see that we’ve done our job; we’ve
served them well. I mean, there’s no better feeling than that. (P9)
Managers often relayed anecdotes of direct conversations they had had with SNAP shoppers and
cited these interactions as highly motivating in their continued desire to provide affordable fruit
and vegetable access through the FAB program. One respondent described a few market
“regulars” that would come to the market weekly to redeem their SNAP benefits through FAB,
stating that they usually “don’t have that must money on their [EBT] card, so the fact that they’re
able to double it pretty much doubles the entire amount of SNAP they have a month…so they’re
super excited to be able to buy the fresh fruit and vegetables that might be cost-prohibitive
otherwise” (P12). To be able to “improve peoples’ relationship to food” through affordable
access, another manager argues, motivates her continued effort to provide FAB at her market:
“really FAB …the way that’s written and the way that it was conceived is really everything that
you want in a food system” (P13).
Pride in Standards and Transparency
Managers valued honesty from their vendors in terms of how the quality standards of the food
products their vendors brought to market and how those products were sourced. This motivation
supported one of the main stipulations of the FAB program that any fruits and vegetables eligible
for SNAP redemption must be locally grown and not re-sold from a wholesaler. For some
managers, implementing these values meant addressing the tension over how local food
production was defined and what the parameters for transparency in sourcing were.
Despite certain logistical challenges associated with finding FAB eligible local growers to supply
their market, managers felt the benefits of these standards compliance and transparency efforts
outweighed the limitations. As one respondent stated: “It’s very important, as an organization, to
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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continue those standards and not to waver…it would be a lot easier if we were just going
with…being a produce market and not a farmer’s market. But…we’re not okay with that. That’s
not why we’re in business” (P1).
Another manager echoed this sentiment, stating a culture of transparency around the market “sets
up a positive perception about the product, the fact that our patrons can come and talk to the
farmers and know where their food is grown, have conversations. It’s a very personal approach. I
think that works better” (P5).
Relationships and Loyalty
Managers said they were motivated by the relationships they had with their grower-vendors. One
manager stated she was “on a one-on-one basis” with each of her vendors and believed their
relationship felt “like one big family. I know them personally; they know me personally” (P11).
P10 discussed how she cultivated this connection and the impact those efforts had on morale by
stating,
I instituted a vendor luncheon four years ago. And at the end of the season, we all
get together for a free lunch. I buy them lunch, and we have a gift exchange. And
you give a gift to get a gift, and…its camaraderie kind of thing where everybody
is excited and having a good time.…I just really enjoy it. I enjoy them, seeing
them being happy.
One manager was highly motivated by the personal connections anyone could establish with
farmers and growers at markets. The opportunity to appreciate vendors and “shake the hand that
feeds you,” she felt, was inspiring to her and should be inspiring to customers at the market (P1).
She elaborated further,
You don’t get that connection through buying something online…so I just
think…putting your dollars in the hands of somebody who actually grew the
food…that supports a family, it supports a mission, a value, farms that, at least the
ones that I work with, are trying to do good by conservation, and environmental
rights, and all sorts of things.
In addition to their attitudes towards vendors, managers considered cultivating customer
relationships within the market space as highly motivating, to “get people there [to the market]
and give them a good experience” (P13). To some managers, the presence of repeat SNAP using
customers was perceived to be an indication of loyalty and was highly validating to their
engagement with FAB. As one manager states, “we have very, very, very loyal customers and
they get very attached to the market” (P8). The manager also described how intimate interactions
with SNAP shoppers had reaffirmed the impact of FAB:
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It’s definitely a feel-good thing when we have FAB customers. I have FAB
customers [that] come up, and they hug us, and they have lost weight, and they’re
eating better, and you can see it now. I mean, I’ve actually seen the results, and
I’ve had people crying in my shoulder because they were so grateful for the
program. It’s been very impactful in many ways. I’ve gotten very deeply attached
to the program (P8).
Another manager was similarly motivated by the loyalty of SNAP shoppers once they had been
able to redeem their benefits through FAB. She relayed anecdotes about interactions she had
with several SNAP shoppers who had become loyal market customers after realizing they could
double their benefits. Knowing she would be now be seeing these shoppers “next week, and the
week after and the week after that” (P1) was perceived to be a validating and highly motivating.
She said,
Our [SNAP] customers that we do have, have been so loyal. They’ve been with us
since inception, and they really value the things that we have and value our
values, and so it’s kind of a great relationship there.
One manager summarized the end goal of committed outreach to limited resource
shoppers through the program: “creating a regular, to me, is the answer. And creating a
regular who will pass it on to their children. To me…it’s all about improving access…not
just to healthy food, but to a community space” (P13).
Discussion
We found managers who adopted the FAB program at their market expressed a desire to
cultivate a welcoming, inclusive environment. Several managers expressed concern for limitedresource, SNAP-eligible shoppers. This concern was driven by a desire to address racial or
socioeconomic inequities and improve diversity at their markets through assistance incentives.
This finding broadly corresponds to the conclusion that providing an atmosphere of inclusivity
and “serving the community” were highly motivating to market managers (Hecht et al., 2019, p.
4).
Managers were also motivated to ensure economic viability for their farmers and vendors. Many
believed they were facilitating this goal by increasing vendor access to shoppers through the
adoption of FAB. Both Hecht et al. (2019) and Ward et al. (2015) similarly found the desire to
improve vendors’ economic security as a highly facilitating factor in managers’ continued
engagement with nutrition incentive and federal assistance programs.
Recognizing the nutritional disparity gap that existed in their communities broadly and between
different customer segments at their markets, several managers insisted they were passionately
driven to “improve people’s relationship to food” and explicitly identified that goal as aligned
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with their market’s mission (P13). This perspective is supported empirically by survey results
conducted by Hecht et al. (2019), indicating that managers view increased access to healthy food
for limited-resource shoppers as highly motivating. Additionally, Roubal et al. (2016) found a
manager’s personal motivation to improve food access was salient in improving nutritional
outcomes at markets and that external community support for improving food access had a
facilitating effect on managers’ pre-existing motivations.
Managers appreciated both the quality standards of the food products their vendors brought to
market and the level of transparency in how administrative decisions at the market were made.
Since one of the major stipulations of FAB was that all eligible grower-vendors must produce
their fruit and vegetables locally, managers were very sensitive to ensuring this standard was
met. While our results show that several managers view this condition favorably and find it an
opportunity to promote a broad “culture of transparency” at their market (P5), others believe it
creates an undue administrative burden and limits the overall reach and impact of efforts to get
fruits and vegetables into the hands of those who may need them most. The latter view was
represented in survey results indicating managers viewed certain standards as burdensome and a
barrier to sustaining similar nutrition incentive efforts (Hecht et al., 2019).
Managers valued the loyalty and relationship webs between themselves, vendors, and shoppers
and considered them a key determinant of the success of both FAB and the market broadly.
Managers consistently described the value of positive relationships with customers and the utility
of consistent meetings with vendors. These findings are supported by Dollahite et al.’s (2005)
description of the results of a three-year collaboration initiative to improve the outcomes of the
Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program, a coalition partnership designed to improve food access for
limited-resource individuals. The researchers suggest that efforts to maximize relationshipbuilding, collaborative engagement, networking, and capacity building efforts positively
associate with an increase in fresh, locally produced fruit and vegetable access for limitedresource shoppers (Dollahite et al., 2005).
Implications and Recommendations
Currently, many Extension programs do not actively promote federally funded nutrition
incentive programs. While many Extension websites provide resource support and information
about program impact (often linking to external evaluations conducted by federal agencies or
third-party organizations), these efforts may not go as far as they could to achieve Extension’s
potentially crucial role in supporting the economic viability of farmers’ markets and the
improvement of food access and affordability (Norman et al., 2018). There are exceptions to this
in cases where Extension efforts have directly evaluated the impact of nutrition incentive
programs at markets (Krokowski, 2014) and in the less common cases where Extension services
directly manage, administer, and market incentive programs at markets (South Dakota State
University, n.d.).
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There has also been a lack of direct engagement with farmers’ market managers as the
population that is primarily tasked with administering these programs in states across the county.
As such, there is a gap in understanding how Extension can leverage the unique and valuable
perspectives of farmers’ market managers to improve nutritional and economic outcomes for
managers, farmers, and the communities they serve. Previous efforts to improve Extension’s
engagement with local food stakeholders and improve Extension’s programming for local food
system development have similarly called for leveraging the unique perspectives of producers,
consumers, and other community stakeholders (Lelekacs et al., 2016; Rumble, Lamm, & Gay,
2018). These studies reflect a growing demand for Extension to be more adaptive in its
engagement with food access issues and its outreach to marginalized communities and
alternative audiences (Diekmann et al., 2017; Reynolds, 2011). In these contexts, researchers
have also called upon Extension educators to “combine the traditional role of educator with that
of facilitator” (Diekmann et al., 2017, p. 73). Beyond the traditional role of delivering
information about current research and related resources, facilitation work requires educators to
participate in collaborative problem-solving efforts to address issues identified by community
members, particularly under-engaged stakeholders such as farmers’ market managers (Diekmann
et al., 2017). Following these perspectives, we believe Extension can play a valuable and active
role in facilitating improved outcomes for farmers’ market managers, vendors, and the limitedresource communities they serve.
This study’s findings indicate that farmers’ market managers who have adopted a nutrition
incentive program were personally motivated to do so. Results suggest that the decision to adopt
and administer the program aligned with values that were personally salient to managers. While
these results are formative, we recommend that Extension professionals consider deeper
engagement with market managers to empower their motivations and help them feel supported in
their efforts to expand nutritional access at farmers’ markets across the country. The following
recommendations are offered as starting points to consider for Extension professionals interested
in improving their engagement with farmers’ market managers or those interested in improving
nutritional access to limited-resource communities.
1) A critical first step in improving Extension’s programmatic support for farmers’
market managers’ efforts to expand nutritional assistance is to gauge the scope and
scale of current outreach to managers. Extension specialists in community
development, food systems, health and nutrition, urban agriculture, or family and
consumer sciences may be encouraged to survey with Extension agents who offer
nutrition-based education services or resource support in food system contexts.
Results may or may not identify an outreach gap with farmers’ market managers or
demonstrate a lack of awareness about nutrition incentive “doubling” programs at
markets. Once this needs assessment data is collected, specialists and faculty
members can interpret implications and priorities for future outreach efforts.
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2) Following the recommendation by Mullins et al. (2015), relevant subject specialists,
program leaders, and administrators can provide a platform for local county agents to
develop a contextually appropriate plan of work to improve outreach. The guidance
provided can help agents organize and prioritize support for farmers’ market
managers in their adoption of nutrition incentive programs. Specialists,
administrators, faculty, and agents may also incorporate targeted outreach strategies
into existing priority workgroups and action plans to address community health and
wellness, nutrition disparities, or local food system development. A plan of action
typically involves phased actions, beginning with a needs assessment or situation
statement (addressed in recommendation 1), networking and partnership building
with target audience key stakeholders, internal capacity building (i.e., in-service
trainings), program implementation through planned activities, outcome and
evaluation planning, and a diversity and marketing plan (Weinstein, n.d.).
3) There is an opportunity for Extension professionals to increase their engagement with
market managers and to improve educational outreach about nutrition incentive
programs. Increased outreach to market managers can help develop Extension’s
capacity to understand managers’ needs and better support their goals and efforts. An
in-service training could educate agents about the attitudes, motivations, and values
that facilitate manager adoption of programs such as FAB. For example, given market
managers were motivated to provide an inclusive environment for their limited
resource shoppers, Extension practitioners could develop a training protocol for
managers to share best practices on welcoming limited-resource shoppers to markets.
4) Extension professionals can ultimately develop, implement, and evaluate programs
that incorporate findings related to those presented in this study. These programs can
aggregate current research on nutrition incentive administration strategies across the
country and share key takeaways in an accessible format. Given that managers valued
the ethical standards and transparency of their vendors’ products, Extension could, for
example, host a workshop to train managers on how to better market those local
growers that meet an incentive program’s local eligibility criteria. For any
programming effort, Extension professionals should create short-, medium-, and longterm outcome indicators that measure reported increases in manager confidence,
positive attitudes, motivations, and values. As with all program design efforts,
strategic use of the Extension Program Development Model in this context can ensure
efficient use of fiscal resources, enhance accountability, and improve program
relevance and impact (Franz et al., 2015).
5) To address managers’ concern for cultivating an environment of inclusivity and
equity at their market, Extension professionals could take the lead on designing
locally appropriate and adaptable resources on strategies to improve limited-resource
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shopper comfort in market spaces. Extension professionals could additionally host
trainings for managers on how to address similar concerns.
Conclusion
In this study, we explored the attitudes, motivations, and values of farmers’ market managers in
relation to their efforts to administer and promote a nutrition incentive program at their
respective markets in Florida. Our findings identified the attitudinal, motivational, and valuebased factors salient to the sample of farmers’ market managers we interviewed. We found that
market managers: 1) expressed concern for inclusivity, social justice, and equity; 2) sympathized
with the economic pressures their produce grower-vendors face; 3) were motivated to provide
locally grown foods to all shoppers; 4) took pride in ethical standards and transparency
protocols; and 5) valued loyalty between themselves, their vendors, and their customers. To
leverage these perceptions, we provided recommendations for Extension professionals interested
in improving their engagement with farmers’ market managers and those interested in improving
nutritional access to limited-resource communities.
Limitations
This case study was limited to the sample of farmers’ market managers partnered with Florida’s
FAB program. Because both farmers’ markets and nutrition incentive programs in states around
the country have distinct structures and operational mandates, the attitudinal, motivational, and
value-based themes that apply may have limited transferability.
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Coaching and Mentoring Experiences of Early Career Extension
Agents in Florida Received from County Extension Directors
Matt Benge
Jessica A. Steele
Peyton N. Beattie
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County Extension directors (CEDs) are Extension agents who have both
programmatic and administrative responsibilities. A critical role of Florida CEDs
is to coach and mentor new Extension agents in their county office. Most
literature surrounding the onboarding process of new Extension hires focuses on
Extension agents within their first year on the job, with little attention on their
subsequent years on the job. This study sought to understand the coaching and
mentoring experiences of early career Extension agents (one to three years on the
job) received from CEDs. Findings revealed eight major themes, including CED
years of experience as an agent, lack of CED onboarding, and intentionality of
meeting regularly. Overall, CEDs were substantially more optimistic about their
early career agents’ coaching and mentoring experiences than the agents
themselves, revealing a major difference in perception regarding the impact of
this critical CED role. UF/IFAS Extension should provide more resources to
create needed onboarding training for new CEDs and tools to help CEDs be more
effective coaches and mentors for new and early career Extension agents.
Keywords: coaching, mentoring, early career agents, county Extension directors
Introduction
Cooperative Extension is a nationwide, nonformal educational system that seeks to help citizens
and interest groups at the local level solve problems in the areas of 4-H youth development,
agriculture, horticulture, natural resources, families, and communities (Benge & Harder, 2017;
National Institute of Food and Agriculture, 2019). Extension agents carry out this mission by
creating and implementing research-based educational programs, teaching people to identify
problems, analyze information, decide among alternative courses of action for dealing with
identified problems, and locate resources to accomplish the preferred course of action
(Rasmussen, 1989; Seevers et al., 1997). In Florida, Cooperative Extension has a local presence
by having an office in all 67 counties (UF/IFAS Extension, 2020a), with each office managed by
a county Extension director (CED) who has a split appointment between their Extension program
and their administrative and supervisory roles (Benge & Harder, 2017; Radhakrishna et al.,
1994).
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Florida CEDs have three primary responsibilities: (a) individual Extension programming, (b)
leadership of the total county Extension program, and (c) administrative and management
responsibilities (UF/IFAS Extension, 2020b). CEDs play an integral role in the onboarding and
development of new Extension agents, serving as both a coach and mentor; however, many
CEDs do not have these necessary skills to be effective in their positions (Sanders, 2014). CEDs
have historically been promoted from county agent positions with no guarantee the agent is ready
or prepared to undertake the responsibilities CEDs are tasked with (Elizer, 2011; Rudd, 2000). It
is unclear how CEDs are coaching and mentoring early career Extension agents in Florida.
Limited research has examined early career Extension agents’ experiences regarding the
coaching and mentoring they received from their CED, which decreases Extension’s ability to
provide a sound and firm onboarding experience for early career Extension agents.
Review of Literature
Mentoring is described as a “dynamic process through which mentors provide advice and
support to those who have limited experience or skills” (Balu & James, 2016, p. 2). Hadden
(1997) described coaching as “the discussion process between two partners aimed at exerting a
positive influence,” yet “since coaching is a critical part of mentoring, an effective mentor will
have well developed coaching skills” (p. 17). Within Extension, CEDs fill a critical role as both a
mentor and a coach for early career Extension agents (Sanders, 2014). Mentoring by the
supervisor is influential regarding job commitment, job satisfaction, and turnover intention
(Payne & Huffman, 2005). Mentoring and coaching are vital ways to obtain information,
knowledge, support, and advice from supervisors (Brass, 2001) and “have become a part of the
everyday workplace contributing to increased job satisfaction, personal productivity, and
employment stability within an organization” (Kutilek & Earnest, 2001, para. 2).
Though the literature is bare regarding the experiences of CED coaching and mentoring of early
career Extension agents, literature exists surrounding peer coaching and mentoring within
Extension. Kutilek and Earnest (2001) provided a mentoring model centered on employee
support and the enhancement of organizational effectiveness, where a new Extension
professional has a peer mentor, peer coach, and executive coach. Place and Bailey (2010) found
peer mentoring provided value to both new and seasoned Extension agents. Byington (2010)
provided Extension professionals with four keys to establishing successful mentor-mentee
relationships, which positively impacted new agents by experimenting with creative solutions
and stronger teaching skills: (a) develop a trust relationship, (b) define roles and responsibilities,
(c) establish short and long term goals, and (d) collaborate to solve problems.
Extension researchers and practitioners have shown considerable attention to the leadership
competencies of CEDs, and the roles of coaching and mentoring are prevalent with the current
frameworks surrounding CED competency research and development. Rogers (1977) found four
administrative functions were critical for the CED administrative role: (a) personnel
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management, (b) program management, (c) financial management, and (d) office management.
Whiteside and Bachtel (1987) explored the essential skills needed by Georgia county directors,
with the ten most important skills needed for success being communication, public relations,
leading, planning, establishing and maintaining a good office image, budget accountability,
decision making, evaluating, staff support, and motivating others. Owen (2004) explored CED
skills in North Carolina and found 38 competencies were important for CEDs to possess, with
coaching being rated as an important competency. Moore and Rudd (2005) explored the
leadership skills needed for senior Extension leaders, resulting in six leadership skillsets: human,
conceptual, technical, communication, emotional intelligence, and industry knowledge.
Sanders (2014) examined the leadership competencies needed by Florida CEDs to be successful
and distinguished human skills from conceptual skills. Utilizing a mixed-methods study, Sanders
(2014) included both CEDs and county administrators to identify and assess CED leadership
competencies. Forty leadership competencies were identified, including “mentoring and
coaching,” which was identified as a human skill. In addition to identifying 40 leadership
competencies, which included mentoring and coaching, Sanders (2014) used the Borich model to
create a mean weighted discrepancy score (MWDS) between perceived level of importance and
level of proficiency, where mentoring and coaching had a moderately high MWDS.
County Extension directors play an integral role in the career of early career Extension agents
and are crucial to their Extension success. Beyond their administrative functions (Rogers, 1977;
Sanders, 2014), Florida CEDs are also responsible for leading the county Extension office and
coaching and mentoring early career Extension agents in their offices (Rogers, 1977; Sanders,
2014). Although research has focused on identifying and understanding CED coaching and
mentoring, the experiences of early career Extension agents receiving CED coaching and
mentoring are not well understood.
Conceptual Framework
Extension agent professional development concepts informed this study and guided the
development of interview questions. Kutilek et al. (2002) provided a framework for providing
professional development through a systems approach. The framework provided both motivators
and organizational strategies throughout the three stages of an Extension professional’s career:
entry, colleague, and counselor. Benge et al. (2011) later expanded the framework to include a
pre-entry stage for Extension professionals prior to officially starting their role. In this
framework, agents in the entry stage should receive leadership coaching from CEDs, while
agents in the experienced counselor stage should provide mentoring to other agents (Kutilek et
al., 2002).

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 3

27

Coaching and Mentoring Experiences

23

Purpose and Research Question
The purpose of the study was to understand the CED coaching and mentoring experiences on
early career Extension agents and is part of a larger investigation of the UF/IFAS Extension new
agent onboarding process. The study’s research question was: What are the experiences of CED
coaching and mentoring on early career Extension agents in Florida? This study aligns with
priority three of the 2016-2020 National Research Agenda – Sufficient Scientific and
Professional Workforce which Addresses the Challenges of the 21st Century (Roberts et al.,
2016).
Methods
This research study used a qualitative methodology design through a phenomenological lens,
where CED “coaching and mentoring” on Florida early career Extension agents was the
phenomenon being studied. Phenomenology was the appropriate approach for this study as the
researchers sought to capture the “meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a
concept or phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 56). The goal of phenomenology seeks to move
beyond description of a shared experience (i.e., CED coaching and mentoring of early career
Extension agents) to what it means reflectively for individuals to provide “a description of
universal essence” (Creswell, 2007, p. 57; Moustakas, 1994). IRB approval was obtained from
the University of Florida IRB Office prior to contacting potential participants.
The total population of UF/IFAS Extension faculty was 367, of which 62 were CEDs, according
to the UF/IFAS Extension Business Services office at the time the data were collected (Business
Services Employee, personal communication, 2019). The target population consisted of (a) 89
Extension agents who have been on the job for 1-3 years and (b) 48 CEDs who currently have an
Extension agent in their office with 1-3 years of experience. Sixteen participants were
purposively selected to participate from the target population with regard to the representative
characteristics of Extension district, program area, and county type (see Table 1). One agent
passed away during the interview process and was not replaced for the study. Eight CEDs and
seven Extension agents participated in the study, for a total of 15 participants.
The primary form of data collection for phenomenological research involves in-depth interviews
(Creswell, 2007). The researchers created two semi-structured interview guides, one for
Extension agent participants and another for CED participants. A six-member expert panel
reviewed both interview guides for face and content validity, consisting of one Extension agent,
one County Extension Director, two program and staff development professionals, and two state
Extension faculty. Five of the six-member panel either currently works or has worked for
Extension as either an Extension agent or CED. Both interview guides consisted of 20 questions,
with the difference being Extension agent participants were asked about their own experience,
and CED participants were asked their perceptions of their new Extension agent(s) experiences
in their office. The following three questions were asked of the participants specifically
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regarding this study: (a) describe your mentor experience, (b) describe your working relationship
with your CED, and (c) how does your CED coach you?
Table 1. Characteristics of Interview Participants
Agent
Participant
Type
District
Program Area
County Type
Gabriella
CED
District 2
Family & Consumer Sciences
Rural
Ryann
CED
District 5
Family & Consumer Sciences
Rural
Kyle
CED
District 1
4-H Youth Development
Urban
Grayson
CED
District 3
Agriculture/Horticulture
Rural
Aaron
CED
District 4
Agriculture/Horticulture
Urban
Fatima
CED
District 5
Agriculture/Horticulture
Rural
Chelsea
CED
District 4
4-H Youth Development
Rural
Leo
CED
District 3
Agriculture/Horticulture
Mix
Alexa
Agent
District 2
Natural Resources
Mix
Olivia
Agent
District 5
Agriculture/Horticulture
Rural
Lilly
Agent
District 1
4-H Youth Development
Urban
Andrew
Agent
District 4
Natural Resources
Urban
Evelynn
Agent
District 3
Family & Consumer Sciences
Urban
Chrys
Agent
District 4
Agriculture/Horticulture
Mix
Isabella
Agent
District 3
Family & Consumer Sciences
Mix
Note. Participants were assigned an alias. Each district was masked with a random number between 1 and
5 to keep each participant’s anonymity, as the characteristics provided would decrease anonymity of the
participants. Participant 9 is a Regional Specialized Agent (RSA). Participant 10 is a Multi-County
Extension Agent.

Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interviews were conducted
over two months, ranging from 28 to 63 minutes in length, with the average interview length
being 40 minutes. The researchers utilized NVivo 12 qualitative software to organize, code, and
analyze the data collected. Data were reduced using the phenomenological reduction method by
Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen, as modified by Moustakas (1994). After transcriptions were downloaded
to NVivo, each researcher completed the first seven steps separately, including horizontalization,
descriptions of textures and structures of the experience, and construction of a textural-structural
description of the meanings of the horizons. From the individual descriptions, a composite
textural-structural description was created into a universal description of the CED coaching and
mentoring experiences on early career Extension agents (Moustakas, 1994).
The researchers used five strategies to maintain credibility of the study, as Eisner (1991) stated
the importance of establishing credibility within qualitative research “allows us to feel confident
about our observations, interpretations, and conclusions” (p. 110). The five strategies to maintain
the study’s credibility were triangulation, peer debriefing, member checking, thick, rich
descriptions, and clarifying researcher bias. Triangulation was attained by interviewing both the
new Extension agents and the CEDs. The evidence from these different data sources provided
greater evidence into the experiences of new Extension agents in Florida (Creswell, 2007). The
researchers engaged in peer debriefing with the expert panel that reviewed the interview guides.
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The researchers analyzed the data individually and then met to discuss emergent themes together,
which was important in this study since as researcher did not have an Extension background and
acted as an external check to the other researchers with Extension backgrounds. Participants
were solicited for feedback on their interview transcriptions as a member check to safeguard the
data’s credibility, and thick and rich descriptions were used to ensure transferability of the
findings (Creswell, 2007).
Lastly, Merriam (1988) explained it is important to address potential bias within qualitative
research by writing a positionality statement to address past and current experiences relating to
new Extension agents. As the lead researcher, I have worked within Cooperative Extension for
eleven years, the first seven years as an Extension agent, and the past four years as a state
Extension specialist, all within Florida where this study has been conducted. I have firsthand
knowledge of and experience being a new Extension agent and have been through the challenges
other new Extension agents face. My current role as a state Extension specialist is to coordinate
professional development, and one of my primary responsibilities is coordinating the training for
new Extension agents. There is currently no intentional development program for Florida
Extension agents during their first year on the job, and I believe there are gaps that need to be
identified and programs created to help better prepare our Extension agents for success.
Findings
Eight primary themes emerged from interviews with seven early career agents and eight CEDs
involved in this study. The themes discussed in this section include (a) years of experience, (b)
CED turnover, (c) lack of CED onboarding, (d) intentional meetings, (e) open-door policy, (f)
CED knowledge of agents’ programmatic fields, (g) emotional intelligence support for early
career agents, and (h) CED understanding of early career agents’ experiences.
Years of Experience
A CED’s level of experience as an agent before beginning their CED appointment was critical in
providing valuable tips, feedback, and support for early career agents (Olivia, Andrew, Chrys).
Agents expressed concern with seeking coaching and mentorship from CEDs with little
Extension experience prior to becoming a CED (Olivia, Andrew, Chrys). Andrew explained the
benefit of being coached and mentored by a CED with Extension experience:
I always like CEDs that are veteran agents. Those CEDs with that longer experience that
worked their way through the system, they tend to have really good perspective...I always
liked the persons who have done the job [themselves], I think that would help.
In addition, years of experience as a CED was expressed by agents as a concern for receiving
coaching and mentorship from CEDs with limited supervisory experience (Olivia, Andrew,
Chrys). Early career agent Olivia reported, “I feel like [my CED] and I have coached each other
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because of her...lack of experience when she came into the CED position.” Similarly, Chrys
explained her feelings as an early career agent with a new CED: “I think some of the challenge,
too, is my [CED] is new...So I think we’re both kind of learning it,” and “Some of the things I’m
working on, I know she may not be able to necessarily give me good direction on.”
Providing a supervisory perspective, CEDs Aaron and Kyle mentioned the vital role their years
as Extension agents have played in their ability to coach and mentor early career agents. Aaron
explained his ability to utilize his personal experience of being new to Extension at one point to
better coach and mentor his early career agents: “[I feel prepared to supervise a new agent
because] I’ve got a lot of experience with, you know, just being an agent. Being in the system for
a very long time and understanding what new agents go through.”
County Extension Director Turnover
High CED turnover accounted for increased stress and challenges in adapting to multiple
management styles. Andrew lamented, “We’ve had three different CEDs, all having different
management styles which made it difficult, and you didn’t know what was expected.” Isabella
explained having multiple CEDs within a short timeframe caused challenges in understanding
how a CED leads and manages: “Within [my] county thus far, I’ve had 3 CEDs, and so just the
changing of leadership has been a little bit challenging because each person has their own unique
leadership style.”
Lack of County Extension Director Onboarding
Many CEDs expressed a challenge in effectively mentoring early career agents when they had
not been mentored during their transition from county agent to CED (Ryann, Kyle, Grayson,
Aaron, Fatima, Chelsea). Some CEDs explained how their CED did not provide mentorship
support to them when they became a CED (Kyle, Fatima). Kyle, a CED, mentioned his CED
provided him “very little” support, “other than email, and during evaluations, asking ‘how’s it
going?’” Fatima explained her perception of mentorship and effective CED onboarding:
I think it takes a special person to understand the importance of the mentorship when
you’re dealing with such a young faculty member [early career agents]...I think the
mentorship curriculum is excellent, but I’ve heard some DEDs say, ‘oh, if you don’t want
to complete it, that’s fine’...I got zero encouragement in this system even though I had
been in this system [for a long time]...But I really try to go to [my early career agent], and
I don’t make her feel like she always has to come to me.
Having learned many supervisory skills on his own without CED onboarding, Grayson described
his challenge as a new CED: “No one showed me anything coming in as a new CED. No one
showed me what I needed to do. You kind of figure it out on your own.” With respect to
assisting the CED onboarding and training process, over half of the CED participants explained
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the need for greater quantity and availability of resources on how to train, mentor, and coach
early career agents (Ryann, Kyle, Grayson, Aaron, Fatima, Chelsea). CED Grayson described
turning to an open-door coaching policy in lieu of more hands-on and involved
coaching/mentoring due to a lack of available resources for CEDs to engage in developing early
career agents. Andrew expressed his concerns as an early career agent:
[My CED and I] have a relationship where we have a one-on-one meeting monthly, and
that’s kind of it. There’s not much sit down time beyond that. We go through the list of
tasks, and sometimes I dread these meetings…You never know what to expect, because
sometimes I’m walking out of there with more work. That’s my biggest fear and why I
hold back.
Six of the eight CEDs requested the creation of an online archive of CED training basics to
support CEDs in mentoring/coaching their early career agents (Ryann, Kyle, Grayson, Aaron,
Fatima, Chelsea). Ryann described her interest in using online tools while coaching her early
career agents: “I think [it would be helpful] having an online directory for things they [early
career agents] are going to need to know.” Fatima also stated she would benefit immensely as a
CED by coaching her early career agents with online tools:
Something [online] would be tremendous where I could just go and pick and grab tools I
could use. Something I try to do with my folks [early career agents] is I try to do some
professional development stuff that needs to be in those short bites. Dealing with difficult
people. Seven habits. [I would love] someplace where we could get some Extension
activity to go along with that, so we are not having to work for three days to get a 20minute presentation together.
Intentional Meetings
Scheduling weekly face-to-face meetings between CEDs and early career agents was explained
as critical within the first three months an agent is on the job (Ryann, Kyle, Grayson, Aaron).
Aaron stated the vitality of his coaching methods during early career agents’ first 90 days on the
job:
I think that working with early career agents is really important because it’s their
opportunity to get [ahead]. They’re very malleable in the first 90 days, especially, and
that’s the time you can get them trained to understand the culture, proper behavior, and a
lot of different things. Because after 90 days, it’s a lot more difficult after that point in
time to correct.
Concerning weekly in-person meetings, Chelsea, a CED with multiple early career agents in her
office, similarly described the benefits she has seen from scheduling intentional meetings with
her early career agents: “I’m here to help them succeed. We spend a lot of face-time. I meet with
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them every week. I think that has helped agents feel secure in that they’re going to be supported
in the growth of their career.” Grayson stated, “I always meet with [early career agents] once or
twice a week, see what’s going on, ask them if there is anything they need.” Kyle explained the
value of consistent communication when he coaches early career agents:
I think [we] have a really good relationship. We meet regularly. I schedule a time to meet
with [early career agents]. And then I follow up just by going and having a conversation
to see if there is anything I can do and involve them in programs and activities. Just to
help bring them along. Regular communication, face-to-face that is, not necessarily just
email.
Open-Door Policy
Open-door supervisory policies have impacted CEDs’ interactions and relationships with their
early career agents (Isabella, Olivia, Grayson). Early career agent Isabella, who had three
different CEDs over three years, shared, “[My CEDs] have kind of like that ‘open-door’
policy…‘if you need any help, I’m here to help you.’” Similarly, Olivia summarized her
experience of an open-door policy by stating, “I’m not sure I’ve had what I would call
‘coaching.’” Grayson, an experienced agent but new to being a CED, talked about how although
he understands better coaching and mentoring strategies exist than having an open-door policy,
he was not trained on ways to better help his early career agents, defaulted to using an open-door
policy.
CED Knowledge of Agents’ Fields
The amount of knowledge CEDs have within early career agents’ content area impacted the level
of coaching and mentoring provided. Andrew explained, “I view the role of a CED as someone
who can provide support and guidance with programs. I’m hoping to see more of this from my
current CED.” Gabriella provided a supervisory perspective, explaining how having fieldspecific knowledge impacted her coaching: “I went to a lot of meetings that weren’t in my
subject matter area so that I can understand...what’s going on in those other topic areas,” and “I
also want to kind of understand and help and still be involved in at least a basic understanding of
what’s going on and how I can help.”
Reliance on early career agents’ formally assigned peer mentor was often seen as a result of
CEDs’ lack of subject area expertise, in which they would easily defer early career agents to
someone else for help. For example, when CED Kyle coached and mentored agents in 4-H,
which was his subject area of expertise, he was able “to train and teach them all about 4-H.”
However, Kyle’s ability to coach an agent in a different subject area differed. He said,
The one thing that I try to focus on when [early career agents] come in is ‘this is what
you need, work with your [peer] mentors with outcomes and impacts,’ because with [my
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early career agents], that is not in my field, so I really don’t know. These are the things
you need to do for your packet.
Emotional Intelligence Support for Early Career Agents
Support manifested through openness, honesty, and respect for early career agents (Alexa, Lilly,
Evelynn). Supportive and encouraging relationships between early career agents and CEDs were
inspiring to early career agents and promoted professional growth (Alexa, Lilly, Evelynn,
Isabella). Evelynn explained that her CED encouraged her to pursue Extension and gave her
books to read, walked her through the process, and shared strategies to help her be effective.
CED Ryann provided another example of effective coaching and mentorship, stating, “I have
very much a team mentality, so we quite often have a lot of meetings and communication...We
are all...in the same boat as far as ownership of our own careers and utilization of the resources
we can garner.”
Early career agent Alexa explained the impact that receiving open, honest, and supportive
feedback from her supervisor has had on her career. She said, “[My supervisor] has a lot of
respect for me, and I think it’s great. He does a lot of positive reinforcement. He is not the kind
of supervisor that withholds praise,” and “I know that he’s doing it to help me, that he wants me
to succeed, and that he wants to keep me as an agent, because he praises me, and I know I am
valued by him. He is very open and honest where you stand with him.”
However, CEDs deferred to different coaching and mentoring styles than emotional intelligence
coaching. For instance, a contrasting response was provided by CED Leo regarding his opinion
of early career agents’ personal responsibility in ensuring their own success. Leo explained how
early career agents’ professional well-being was determined primarily by how much and how
well they network with others around them, stating, “They [early career agents] need to
understand how to develop relationships with clientele, and it needs to be genuine relationships.”
Leo further stated,
[A]t work, you’ve got to be an extrovert. If you just sit in your office and shut your door
and don’t want to talk to anybody, then when you don’t have success, that’s your fault. If
an agent [says] ‘I didn’t survive because nobody worked with me,’ it’s their own fault
because there are plenty of opportunities to team up with other agents...I need my new
agents to hit the ground running when they get here.
CED Understanding of Early Career Agents’ Experiences
On the job experiences of early career Extension agents were understood by CEDs through
breaking down information into manageable pieces, going step-by-step, providing concise
guidelines for early career agents, and providing emotional support during times of need. Early
career agent Lilly mentioned, “[My CED] has done a really good job of not making me feel
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overwhelmed...I’m really lucky to have him in our office.” From the supervisory perspective,
CED Chelsea explained the process of meeting her early career agents where they were, stating,
“I work to be very deliberate to coach each person as is appropriate for where they are
professionally, mentally, emotionally, just trying to take all of that into consideration.”
Similarly, Kyle, a new CED and experienced Extension agent, described his process of utilizing
personal experience as an early career agent to better understand what his early career agents
experienced. He said,
I’m not so far removed from what it feels like to be new, even though I’ve been here for a
while; I still remember what it’s like. It’s a horrible feeling when you’re in a job, and you
don’t know what you’re doing or what you’re supposed to do. I know what is important
[to teach early career agents] early on before [they] start going off track. Also, CEDs
have to be careful how they interact with agents. Making sure you don’t say things that
might make someone uncomfortable.
Providing an agent’s perspective, Olivia expressed frustration with managing the demands of her
job. Since she was coached and mentored by a new CED, Olivia explained that her supervisor
has not been able to provide effective guidance or direction on what steps she should take. Alexa
also summarized her conflicting feelings of being overwhelmed as an early career agent during
her first six months on the job, stating, “In the first months, I would seriously just hold it together
all day, and then I would get into the car, and I would just break down, and it was crazy.”
Discussion
Participants provided substantial feedback regarding the onboarding experiences of early career
agents. Four out of the seven early career agents interviewed reported a predominantly positive,
supportive, and growth-enabling coaching and mentoring relationship with their CEDs. These
same agents felt supported through positive coaching relationships with their CEDs, felt satisfied
with their job when discussing their experiences as an early career agent, and reported a positive
attitude when discussing their feelings about their job. These findings support Elizer (2011), who
explained CEDs who engage and motivate agents have more highly satisfied agents than CEDs
who employ a primarily hands-off coaching and mentoring style. Benge and Harder (2017)
explained positive working relationships between CEDs and agents increase agent performance,
job satisfaction, and retention, whereas negative relationships can contribute to agent turnover
and burnout. The same cannot be said of the three early career agents that did not report feeling
adequately supported by their CED, reporting they felt overwhelmed, disorganized, and
simultaneously pulled in multiple directions when discussing their experiences. These same
agents were either in a county with high CED turnover or were being coached by a new CED
who did not have years of experience on the job. Extension agents faced various challenges,
which lead to decreased productivity and low levels of job satisfaction, with ineffective and
unreliable CED supervision being a major contributor.
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Overall, CEDs were more optimistic about their early career agents’ coaching and mentoring
experiences than the agents. Seven out of the eight interviewed CEDs reported high levels of
coaching and involvement with their early career agents, whereas only four of the seven
interviewed early career agents reported high levels of CED coaching and mentoring. The CEDs’
optimism could be accurate, or it could be inflated as they may not actually understand how their
early career agents are doing on the job. CEDs should have an accurate perception of their early
career agents as they were responsible for coaching and mentoring them during their entry stage
on the job (Benge et al., 2011).
Most CEDs indicated taking an active approach to connect with early career Extension agents,
including scheduling weekly meetings and engaging in face-to-face dialogue. Some early career
agents and CEDs mentioned using an “open-door” policy, where CEDs invited agents to
approach them whenever help was needed. Open-door leadership involves indirect and hands-off
management of employees, and Extension agents with CEDs who employ a strictly hands-off
coaching and mentoring style are more likely to have low job satisfaction (Elizer, 2011).
Additionally, open-door, or laissez-faire, coaching and mentoring may contribute to agents’
perception of a lack of CED support, involvement, and investment in their professional wellbeing (Elizer, 2011). Due to Florida CEDs having both supervisory and collegial working
relationships with their early career Extension agents, a laissez-faire approach may, in part, stem
from a collegial relationship rather than a supervisory one, meaning some CEDs may not be able
to differentiate these distinct roles.
Sanders (2014) explained both human and conceptual skills are needed by CEDs to be effective
in their job. Some of the CEDs did not possess these human and conceptual skills. Some newly
hired CEDs were new to UF/IFAS Extension and did not possess the organizational knowledge
to coach and mentor early career agents. Other CEDs had agent experience and knowledge of the
organization but not sufficient human skills to be effective leaders and coaches. This was seen in
counties where CED turnover was high, leading early career agents to feel less supported by their
CEDs. CEDs that were not in the counselor stage of their Extension career may not be fully able
to coach and mentor entry-stage Extension agents, which may contribute to some early career
agents’ negative experiences. Effective leadership, coaching, and professional support are crucial
for the new Extension agent (Kutilek et al., 2002). It is evident some early career agents beyond
the first year or even three years were still not receiving the appropriate coaching and mentoring
form their CED.
Recommendations
The findings of this study revealed some early career agents were receiving more coaching and
mentoring than others. The UF/IFAS Extension system lacked uniformity in how Florida CEDs
are to coach and mentor Extension agents. As it is unlikely all hired CEDs possess all forty
leadership competencies identified by Sanders (2014), UF/IFAS Extension should invest
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resources and training to enhance its onboarding practices for county Extension leaders. A
training program for both new and seasoned CEDs focusing on active coaching and mentoring
strategies should be created to ensure all CEDs are coaching and mentoring consistently with
common expectations. An online repository, or coaching toolbox, should be created for CEDs on
topics related to coaching, mentoring, and the other leadership competencies identified by
Sanders (2014).
Just as mentoring is important for early career Extension agents, it is just as important for CEDs
to receive coaching and mentoring. All new CEDs under five years of being a CED could have a
formalized mentor to be coached and receive support, especially for those CEDs who are hired
with no Extension background. UF/IFAS Extension could also restructure some CED
appointments to be completely administrative, which could encourage (a) job descriptions to be
more specified to the skills and responsibilities of a CED, (b) a different pool of applicants who
have more extensive leadership and supervisory backgrounds, and (c) more specified and
intentional training opportunities for CEDs with high administrative appointments.
The quality of relationships between CEDs and early career agents needs improvement, as CEDs
and agents have misconceptions in understanding their experiences of being coached and
mentored. Relying on an open-door policy has caused CEDs not to be involved in their early
career agents’ success and challenges, putting the CED in a position where they are unable to
properly coach and mentor. CEDs are encouraged to discontinue the use of an open-door policy
unless it is used in conjunction with, and not as a replacement of, a hands-on coaching and
mentoring approach involving regularly scheduled meetings and intentional check-ins with early
career agents. The researchers recommend the impacts of CED coaching and mentoring on
Extension agents beyond their first year be further explored since there is limited research
examining this phenomenon. An in-depth needs assessment of current CEDs’ coaching and
mentoring competencies would highlight what resources are needed to enhance CED coaching
and mentoring strategies. A similar assessment could be created and administered to early career
agents to better understand this group’s professional, developmental, and training needs.
The current study would be complemented by exploring the impact of formally assigned peer
mentors on the job satisfaction and professional development of early career agents in Florida.
Understanding peer-to-peer mentor relationships may provide additional insight into how CED
coaching and mentoring relationships impact early career agents. Additionally, CED onboarding
and mentoring needs to be better understood. Another qualitative study could focus on how
CEDs themselves are coached and mentored, which would aid in the development of more
training and “toolbox” materials available for CEDs. An examination of human, communication,
and emotional intelligence competencies (Moore & Rudd, 2005), which may be more easily
forgotten when considering valuable supervisory skills, could be investigated. A study
comparing the emotional intelligence scores of CEDs in correlation to the coaching and
mentoring styles they use with early career agents could provide details about how emotional
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intelligence variance influences CED leadership outcomes. This could be compared to the
current study on early career agents’ feelings of support, coaching, and mentorship from their
CED to assess whether CEDs’ emotional intelligence influences the support they provide to early
career agents.
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The Experience of Learning: Early Adolescents in
Organized Youth Programs
Jennifer A. Skuza
University of Minnesota
Although researchers and policymakers have focused on school as the critical
place in which learning occurs, organized youth programs offer different
environments in which early adolescents can learn. However, early adolescent
learning in organized youth programs is an under-researched area of learning,
which may limit the ability of youth development practitioners to respond
appropriately to early adolescent learning needs. The purpose of this article is to
describe the experience of learning in an organized youth program by finding
meaning in early adolescents’ lived experience through a phenomenological
methodology. For youth in this study, learning in an organized program is an
experience of discovering new ways of seeing themselves and others in their
worlds. Learning is comprised of feelings of anxiety that are tempered with the
comfort young people find within themselves. Learning is also a relational
experience marked by an emerging sense of ownership that shapes one’s sense of
self. This study invites youth development practitioners to recognize the
significant role they can play in cultivating early adolescent learning.
Keywords: youth learning, early adolescence, youth development, education,
phenomenology, 4-H, organizations, youth programs
Introduction
Early adolescence is a period of life, typically between the ages of 10 and 14, in which youth
undergo rapid physical, cognitive, emotional, and social changes, as well as changes in the social
environments where their daily lives unfold. Exercising their growing autonomy in school and
organized programs, early adolescents learn about the world outside the household. They gauge
themselves against the expectations of others, compare their performance with that of their peers,
and develop ways of responding to challenges and learning opportunities. Through these years,
they form an identity, a self-concept, and an orientation toward accomplishment that will play a
significant role in shaping their experience in community, school, work, and life (Eccles, 1999).
Although researchers and policymakers have focused on school as the critical place in which
learning occurs, organized youth programs offer different environments in which youth can learn
about themselves and their worlds, find camaraderie, pursue interests, sort things out, and
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discover ways to flourish in their development (Skuza, 2005). However, early adolescent
learning in organized youth programs is an under-researched area of learning, which may limit
the ability of youth development practitioners to respond appropriately to early adolescent
learning needs (Blyth & Walker, 2006; Eccles, 1999).
The purpose of this article was to describe the experience of learning in an organized youth
program by finding meaning in early adolescents’ lived experience through the use of a
phenomenological methodology. An organized youth program refers to activities that include
structure, adult supervision, and an emphasis on skill-building (Mahoney et al., 2005).
Phenomenology is the study of lived experience and asks for the very essence of a phenomenon
to be described with language that shows the lived quality and significance of the experience
(Dahlberg et al., 2001; Husserl, 1970; Merleau-Ponty, 2012; van Manen, 2016).
Literature Review
Contrary to what many people believe, formal education is not the only place where learning
occurs. Learning may occur anywhere at any time. For example, McLaughlin (2000) indicated
that the most powerful learning environments are typically located in community-based,
organized youth programs during non-school hours because they have the flexibility to respond
to individual learning or developmental needs without the pressure of academic demands. The
youth development work found in those programs has the potential to be a developmentally
responsive practice that can respond to youth needs in real-time (Fusco, 2012). With responsive
practice, youth development practitioners are uniquely positioned to understand the inner
workings of youth learning and to help early adolescents receive the support they need to thrive.
Adults and youth have different orientations toward learning (Choy & Delahaye, 2005; Lew &
Yong, 2005). However, adult learning principles predominately serve as the core guiding
philosophy for most practitioners who are concerned with adolescent learning (Choy &
Delahaye, 2005). Knowles (1980), a pioneer in the study of adult learning and whose research is
still relevant today, observed that adults learn best when they understand (and agree with) why
something is important to know or do. They prefer self-directed, practical, problem-centered,
task-oriented learning and have years of experience upon which to draw (Caffarella & Daffron,
2013; Knowles et al., 2015; Merriam, 2001; Lew & Yong, 2005). Adolescents are often less
interested in the immediate practical application that adults demand and can enjoy learning as
long as it is relevant, guided by objectives, built on their experience, and engaging (Choy &
Delahaye, 2007; Halpern et al., 2013). Furthermore, youth are quasi-dependent learners seeking
out their identity while they mature toward becoming self-directed learners. Therefore, they
desire support and guidance as they learn (Brown, 1997; Choy & Delahaye, 2003; Illeris, 2003;
Kasworm, 1980; Labouvie-Vief, 1982; Lew & Yong, 2005).
Early adolescence is a distinct period of development that is different from late childhood and
later adolescence (Eccles et al., 1996; Urdan & Klein, 1998). It is a period of tremendous change,
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including the biological transformations of puberty, educational transitions from elementary to
secondary school, and the emergence of sexuality (Eccles, 1999). Therefore, understanding
learning requires special consideration of early adolescence as a stage of development (Caskey &
Anfara, 2014).
Cognitively, the most significant characteristic of the early adolescent intellect is its transition
between concrete and abstract thinking patterns (Eccles, 1999; Keating, 1990; Piaget & Inhelder,
1973). According to Eccles (1999) and Keating (1990), early adolescents’ cognitive development
is in a constant state of transition and fluctuation between those thinking patterns, sometimes
drawing upon a combination of both. Those patterns show up in how early adolescents learn
because they are in transition from a child’s perspective, where their thinking is concrete, and
they trustfully take in whatever adults offer, to a more selective stance as learners and abstract
thinkers (Illeris, 2003).
These cognitive changes can also affect early adolescents’ self-concepts, thoughts about their
future, and understanding of others (Eccles, 1999; Harter, 1998; Keating, 1990). According to
Eccles (1999), Harter (1998), and Keating (1990), early adolescence is a time of change in the
way youth view themselves, as they consider the current and future possibilities available to
them and try to develop a deeper understanding of themselves and others.
Understanding this period of transition and how it affects the learning experience is critical in an
organized program (Eccles, 1999). Such programs typically have more autonomy than schools to
design environments that support skill acquisition without emphasizing differences in children’s
abilities and talents. These programs can allow early adolescents to safely explore independence,
peer and adult relationships, and leadership, while providing a buffer from stress brought
forward from other areas of their lives (Eccles, 1999; Skuza, 2005).
Methodology
A phenomenological approach was used in this study to reveal the phenomenon of learning in a
youth program by asking early adolescents to describe their learning experience in their own
words. Phenomenological philosophy is an essential element of the epistemology that provides a
foundation for human science research (Dahlberg et al., 2001; Husserl, 1970). As a research
methodology, phenomenology is the study of lived experience from the first-person point of
view. It is used to study experience as humans live it and is guided by the researcher’s openness
to the phenomena of the everyday lifeworld (Dahlberg et al., 2001). Lifeworld refers to the world
as immediately or directly experienced in the subjectivity of everyday life (Dahlberg et al.,
2001). Phenomenology asks for the very essence of a phenomenon to be described with language
that shows the lived pre-reflective quality and significance of the experience (Dahlberg et al.,
2001; Husserl, 1998; Merleau-Ponty, 2012; van Manen, 2016).
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Phenomenology was used in this study to describe the essence of early adolescent learning
within the context of how it is experienced in an organized youth program. I use first-person
language in this section to clarify the researcher’s role. First-person language is an authentic
expression commonly used in the presentation of phenomenological research (Depraz, 2013).
This study openly approached the phenomenon of learning by inviting early adolescents to
describe their experiences of learning in an organized youth program through writing short
essays and participating in interviews. The youths participating in this study were enrolled in
urban public schools in one north-central U.S. state and had participated in urban afterschool and
summer programs offered through the University of Minnesota Extension 4-H Youth
Development program. A positive youth development approach that encouraged thriving among
youths guided the design and implementation of the programs. Hamilton et al. (2004) indicated
that a youth development approach emphasizes the active support for the growing capacity of
young people to thrive by building on their strengths. Features of settings that promote youth
development include (1) physical and psychological safety, (2) appropriate structure, (3)
supportive relationships, (4) opportunities to belong, (5) positive social norms, (6) support for
efficacy and mattering, (7) opportunities for skill-building, and (8) integration of family, school,
and/or community efforts (Konopka, 1973; National Research Council and Institute of Medicine,
2002). This youth development approach was applied to the practices, activities, and program
settings in this study.
The afterschool programs met weekly during the school year and provided educational activities
guided by project-based curricula. Some programs also met on Saturdays. A typical day usually
started with a snack and circle time, followed by an educational exercise and recreation.
Educational themes would rotate throughout the program year and were often complemented by
field trips. Youth were actively involved in making programmatic decisions and worked
cooperatively toward a culminating public event where youth showcased their learning. The
summer programs included day camp and residential camp experiences where early adolescents
worked on projects, participated in recreational activities, conducted service activities, and
showcased their learning among program participant peers and program staff members.
Phenomenological essays and interviews served as the primary data collection methods. The
writing technique used in this study was honed by van Manen (2002). The youths were asked to
write concrete descriptions of their experience of learning in the afterschool or summer program
and to provide examples that illustrated their experience. I worked with a team of three program
coordinators, who were youth development professionals employed by the University of
Minnesota Extension, to collect the essays. I trained the program coordinators on how to conduct
the essay writing process and complete the data collection. The program coordinators also
worked directly with the youth programs of the study participants.
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As a trained phenomenologist, I developed all question prompts and instructed the program
coordinators to prompt participants with questions such as, What were you doing? How were you
feeling? What were you thinking? What was learning like? These questions mirror the types
commonly used in phenomenological studies designed to help participants pause and reflect on
their lived experience (see van Manen, 2014). This study was approved by the University of
Minnesota Institutional Review Board.
Eighty youths in total participated in the programs, and all were invited to write essays about
more than one experience or participate in an interview. The program coordinators identified the
early adolescents from the youth programs who would be best matched up with each of the
methods based on their working knowledge of each youth and helped assign each youth to a
method. We gathered 71 essays written by youth ages 10 to 14 who were African American,
Hmong American, Lao American, Latin American, and European American and included 35
boys and 36 girls living in urban neighborhoods. Six participants were selected for interviews.
The youths who were interviewed were also 10-14 years old, and like the youth who wrote
essays, they also lived in urban communities. They were African American, Hmong American,
and European American. Three boys and three girls were interviewed. The interviews were
conducted in English, the native language of the interviewees, and took place in mutually agreedupon locations. I audio-recorded and transcribed the interviews. I used both the essay and
interview data collection techniques to accommodate diverse verbal and writing preferences and
capabilities. All youth who participated in the study reported having had an experience of
learning in the youth programs, were willing to talk or write about it, and met the age criterion.
Three youths (of the 80) chose not to participate in the study.
The phenomenological interview technique used in this study was informed by Dahlberg et al.
(2001) and Kvale (1996). I interviewed six youths individually with an informal, interactive, and
open-ended format. The phenomenological method in human science recommends that one uses
at least three participants, obviously not because the number three corresponds with a statistical
analysis but because a minimum of three participants would allow the researcher to identify the
essential features of the phenomenon at hand across participants’ descriptions (Giorgi, 2009). As
Giorgi (2009) pointed out, “Research based upon depth strategies should not be confused with
research based upon sampling strategies” (pp. 198-199). Dahlberg et al. (2001) indicated that six
is an appropriate maximum number of interviews for a phenomenological study because of the
large amount of text generated in each interview.
As indicated earlier, each young person was individually interviewed. Five interviews lasted
approximately one hour, and one interview lasted approximately two hours. The youth with the
longer interview was especially talkative, taking more time than the others. These youths were
different from the young people who wrote the essays. As noted earlier, phenomenology asks for
the very essence of a phenomenon to be described with language that shows the lived prereflective quality and significance of the experience (Dahlberg et al., 2001; Husserl, 1998;
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Merleau-Ponty, 2012; van Manen, 2016). Youths who had not completed the essay were selected
for the interviews because those who had completed essays had already reflected on their
learning experiences when writing. Youths who participated in the interviews would have had a
fresh opportunity to talk about their learning experiences pre-reflectively.
The open-ended interview format is a dynamic pattern comprised of the request for reflection
followed by support of disclosure rather than a planned interview protocol. The interview
sequence had two parts. Part one was interviewer-initiated in which the interviewee’s attention
was directed toward the phenomenon to be considered, in this case, the experience of learning in
a youth program. Dahlberg et al. (2001) asserted that phenomenology, as a research
methodology, does not call for a prescribed set of predetermined questions to be asked during an
interview. Instead, the interview is a sequence of two parts facilitated by a skilled interviewer
who asks questions that arise during the interview in a way that allows the interviewee to
describe their lived experience of the phenomenon of focus. For instance, I began by asking
questions such as, In general, how is learning for you? to direct attention to learning as the
phenomenon of focus. During the interview, contexts of experience began to emerge. Then, I
asked questions such as, What is it like to learn [in that context]? I crafted all of the interview
questions.
Part two of the interview sequence delved into the sub-areas of the experience, gradually shifting
toward being interviewee-initiated, whereby the interviewer followed the interviewee’s lead
while offering support for disclosure. Here, I asked clarifying questions about what the
interviewee shared during the first part of the interview and invited the interviewee to expand or
deepen their description of the experience. I also checked for intersubjectivity so that I fully
understood the experience as it was being described by the interviewee and as a way to prevent
researcher bias. Intersubjectivity is a term used in phenomenology to refer to agreement between
people (Dahlberg et al., 2001). For instance, there is intersubjectivity between people if they
agree on the meaning of an experience.
Data Analysis
I served as the sole researcher and analyzed the data using a rigorous method epistemologically
designed for phenomenological research studies. The data analysis in this study was guided by
Giorgi’s (2009) descriptive phenomenological method, a five-step system of research that holds
Husserlian phenomenology as its philosophical foundation. The first step in Giorgi’s method is
to assume the phenomenological attitude in which the researcher brackets their everyday
knowledge to take a fresh look at the data. Bracketing is most commonly attributed to Husserlian
phenomenology (Dahlberg et al., 2001). It is a methodological device of phenomenological
inquiry that calls for putting aside one’s own belief about the phenomenon under investigation or
what one already knows about the subject prior to and throughout the phenomenological
investigation as a way to prevent researcher bias (Carpenter, 2007; Chan et al., 2013). The
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second step in the data analysis requires the researcher to read the description to get a sense of
the whole experience without critical reflection. The third step in the data analysis is the
demarcation of meaning units within the narrative so that the data can be handled in manageable
portions. The fourth step is translating the meaning units into disciplinary language that
expresses the essence of the phenomenon. The researcher uses their disciplinary background (in
my case, youth development) to translate the participants’ everyday language into the
researcher’s narrower disciplinary language. Giorgi (2009) emphasized that this step does not
require any interpretation but is purely a matter of describing the meaning units with words
relevant to the discipline of study. The fifth step is to synthesize the general structure of the
whole experience based on the constituent parts of the experience (Giorgi, 2009). The general
meaning structure of the experience is a descriptive paragraph that lays out the essence of the
whole lived experience; it is an abstraction from the constituents. The constituents are the
essential parts of the experience and are concrete expressions understood in the larger context of
that structure. As noted earlier, in this study, the general meaning structure captures the essence
of the whole experience of early adolescent learning, while the constituents represent the
experience’s parts of meaning in more concrete terms and are supported by a discussion of the
text excerpts.
Using Giorgi’s (2009) five-step method provided the systematic rigor of science. My goal was to
describe the general structure of the phenomenon of learning and its constituent parts so that it
could be understood in a deeper, holistic, and more comprehensive way than other methods can
provide.
Findings and Conclusions
Findings are presented in two ways. First, the general meaning structure captures the essence of
the whole experience of early adolescent learning. Second, the constituents represent the
experience’s parts of meaning in more concrete terms and are supported by a discussion of the
text excerpts. The text excerpts that correspond with each constituent serve as evidence to
support both the general meaning structure and the parts. The study participants are referenced as
girl, boy, or youth with corresponding preferred pronouns. These were preferred terms identified
by the youths who participated in the study.
The General Meaning Structure of the Experience of Learning for Early Adolescents
This study’s findings revealed that learning is a personal experience that occurs within each
young person’s unique world. These unique worlds are laced with flexible boundaries that
expand as insight, experience, and knowledge accumulate. Learning is a form of discovery that
facilitates a process of seeing oneself in new ways. It is also accompanied by anxiety that
manifests in the type of self-consciousness that comes with insecurities or fears found in firsttime experiences. That anxiety is eventually tempered by the comfort that youth find within
themselves. Learning is also a relational experience where youth find value in learning with
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others and incorporating their life experiences. Learning is treasured like a valuable possession
but is intangible ownership of something that shapes one’s sense of self.
Constituent parts supported by the evidence of text excerpts are presented next.
Constituent 1: Discovering New Ways of Seeing Themselves and Others in Their Worlds
Young people live in youth worlds that are unique to their everyday experience. For the youths
in this study, learning was a discovery of new ways of thinking and seeing their worlds, which
illustrates their experience of learning in afterschool and summer programs. Example excerpts
from the interviews and essays are provided to illustrate this interpretation.
As one young person wrote after completing an annual program cycle of an afterschool program,
“I actually like learning now.” Earlier, this youth had described learning as boring, so the shift
that she made in her view of her learning was significant.
In an interview, one boy talked about his experience of learning in a program:
My learning experience is like being on a hiking path. It goes in all sorts of directions,
and I see something new every time I am on it. I don’t know…but when I think about my
learning, I feel accomplished. I feel smart. Learning can be hard sometimes, but it is best
when I don’t even realize that I am learning, like when I fix things or figure stuff out. I
guess I have learned a lot about myself and about other people. Maybe that is what
learning is.
This boy likened his learning in the program to hiking on a path where he learned about himself,
how he learns best, and about other people in his life.
Another youth wrote about how her experience of learning was represented by her changed view
of younger children:
I learned to listen to what the children had to say. It is good to listen to them because it
makes them feel important. One time I was talking to a camper, and she told me about a
pet she had. It was actually very interesting. Most of the time before this experience, I
thought it was boring to listen to the kids. You can tell by their facial expression that they
really like it when you listen to them.
This youth’s learning experience was marked by developing an empathetic view of and a
relationship with younger children. Not only did this youth view children differently, but she also
saw herself as tuned in to the needs, strengths, and interests of a group she had at one time
dismissed. Other youths echoed similar experiences in their essays and interviews. For instance,
one boy said, “I used to think that little kids were annoying. You know, like my brother. But the
really little kids were actually pretty cool. Maybe I am annoying.”
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Another youth wrote about how her views of peers changed:
I liked when everyone was talking about changing the community. Because I did not
know that so many girls wanted to change the community, I thought I would be the only
one who wanted it to change. I learned that everyone wanted our community to change
and, if we all work together, we all can make a big difference.
This excerpt suggests that this young person was feeling alone in her interest to improve her
community. Yet, by having a shared learning experience in the program, she realized that most
of her peers shared the same desire. She then began to dream of what they could do collectively
to improve the community. Her experience was one of empowerment fueled by collective
motivation. She now has a different view of her peers and what she can accomplish with them.
Similarly, one girl said, “I really want to do important things like make our neighborhood safer
and help elect good leaders. I think it can happen if [we] work together.” Another girl said, “I
didn’t know the kids in this program very well in the beginning when I started. I thought they
would never be my friends. But now, it’s like WOW. We’re like family. We have big plans to
make our community better.”
Lastly, one youth wrote about how she saw herself differently:
[I] can be a leader in any way [I] want, and I learned that almost every day, you reach a
goal. But you have some barriers, so you can’t feel down because if you put your mind to
it, you can achieve anything.
To this youth, the realization that she could reach everyday goals was a crystallizing moment in
which she recognized her self-efficacy and the meaning that it had in how she leads her life.
Other youths participating in the study noted similar types of transformational experiences of
discovery. For example, one boy said, “I see myself as a learner and a teacher. I never thought
about myself that way before.” A girl said, “I thought I was a quitter. I used to not finish stuff.
But now, I finish the things that I want to finish. I don’t give up so easily.”
Similarly, a girl talked about how she changed her view of herself:
I always hated school. I thought I was dumb and couldn’t get things as fast as everyone
else. It always seemed like everybody else was so much smarter than me. But here I get
to teach kids about teamwork and plan day camps. I love it. I think I am kind of good at
it.
Constituent 1 Conclusions
These excerpts show how learning in these organized youth programs give early adolescents the
space to discover new ways of seeing themselves and others in their lives. The learning that takes
place in these environments may even impact how young people view their education and/or
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paths of lifelong learning. This point underscores the importance of understanding youth learning
experiences during this transitional time of early adolescence. Especially for youths who are not
thriving, an understanding of their experiences can position adults to help them reach their
educational potential now and well into adulthood.
Constituent 2: Feeling Anxiety and Comfort with Self
Anxiety is a feeling of worry or unease that can show up in different ways. For instance, a youth
could feel nervous about speaking in front of others or be worried that peers may judge them. In
the context of this study, responses from the youths indicated that anxiety often showed itself as
self-consciousness born from the insecurities or fears that accompany first-time experiences.
Those moments were critical thresholds for youths to cross before finding the comfort they
needed within themselves. Example excerpts from the interviews and essays are provided to
illustrate this interpretation.
One girl talked about her anxiety and comfort in a summer youth program:
It was like I was the new kid in the program….I felt like I was the only kid….It was very
uncomfortable because it felt like everyone was looking at me or waiting for me to say
something. It was probably all in my head….That is how I felt….I misunderstood the
teacher once on the first day. I brought some cookies to class the next day. I thought she
asked us to bring a snack to share with everyone. I later figured out that she was telling us
about how we’d be on a schedule to bring snacks. Anyway. I was so embarrassed for
bringing the cookies, and the teacher knew I brought them. But she ignored me or was
ignoring the cookies or something. I was so embarrassed….I did not want to be there. I
feel it in my skin now [the girl touched her skin]. That memory sticks with me. That is
what I remember when you ask me to describe my experience of learning. Later I felt
better about being there and liked some of the stuff we did. But to me, the cookies are
what I remember the most.
The girl’s experience was marked by her feeling overly conspicuous in the program, and this
carried over into how she experienced learning. When attempting to understand the experience of
learning for early adolescents, it is critical to account for the self-consciousness they may feel in
a learning environment and recognize its influence on shaping the learning experience itself.
Following is a series of essay excerpts that point to emotions related to learning something for
the first time. One boy wrote about his experience at a camp:
Only two of us were pitching the tent at river camp on the hike, and I was the only one
who knew how to do it. So, I ended up doing it by myself. I was nervous, but it was cool
because it didn’t fall over, and that was my first time.
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In a similar outdoor context, another youth wrote about his first time canoeing: “When we went
canoeing, I learned how to paddle and stuff. I hadn’t been canoeing before. At first, it was scary,
and then it was kind of relaxing. I was hoping I wouldn’t fall.”
In another example, a girl wrote about speaking up in front of others:
When I answered the questions, I felt pretty good about the ways to answer these
questions and thought about what this means to us. It was kind of fun because I was
standing by myself, and I was able to answer. Wow.
Constituent 2 Conclusions
At first glance, these excerpts may appear as everyday examples of personal growth. But with a
deeper examination, they point to those critical moments in one’s life that could have an
accumulating effect on the development of an early adolescent’s sense of self. Feeling
comfortable with oneself is a significant achievement. Anxiety in the form of self-consciousness
could serve as a barrier to learning, but when young people persevere through those critical
moments, they may rise to a new level of comfort within themselves.
Self-consciousness is widely understood as a part of everyday life for early adolescents—as is
developing a self-concept (Caissy, 1994). However, this study reveals that self-consciousness is
a part of the learning experience itself and demonstrates an inner growth that occurs as early
adolescents feel more comfortable with self. The common stereotype of adolescents as awkward,
insecure, or overly emotional has the power to put real distance between youth and adults,
keeping adults from understanding or even relating to early adolescents. A conclusion from the
results of this study is that it is important to look more deeply at the anxiety that youth may
experience in their learning environments and help them navigate through those times to find
comfort with self.
Constituent 3: A Relational Experience
In this study, the relational aspect of learning was experienced in two forms by the youths: (a)
socially, by learning with others whereby shared learning experiences reinforced a sense of
belonging and made the learning enjoyable, and (b) personally, by incorporating their life
experiences and/or prior knowledge into the learning at hand. Evidence of this relational aspect
is provided in the following excerpts from participant essays and interviews.
In the following excerpt from her essay, one youth expressed both relational forms as she
described an educational group trip to Washington, DC:
This experience has honestly changed my life. I will go out and change my community,
country, and world. It wasn’t the tours that changed my life; it was talking with other
people on the trip. We shared personal stories that some have never told before. That
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helped us know that we all have a history that can affect others. These stories showed me
how strong I already am and how I can become stronger…and with this new-found
strength, I will impact the world with understanding, life, and love. This has showed me
my life as I never thought possible.
For this youth, her trip to Washington, DC, was a shared unscripted learning experience and
allowed her to build upon what she already knew. Because she was learning with others, this girl
was able to reach greater depth in her thinking and learning than she would have achieved alone.
Other youths in this study noted similar examples. Repeatedly, youths described how they
learned with others, built upon their own ideas, or related a topic to their everyday lives.
For example, a boy who talked about his experience in a summer program said,
I really wanted to play soccer during our free time [in this program]. I would play it every
day if I could. But, in this group, I learned to play other games like dungeons and
dragons. I even tried Jenga. It was hilarious…so yeah, otherwise, I would just play soccer
all the time.
Similarly, a girl wrote about doing homework during an afterschool program:
I felt better doing my math homework herein a group. We worked on problems together
like algebra and stuff. I can do math now, and it doesn’t scare me so much now. Not as
much, at least. At home, though, it is not so easy.
One youth wrote about the teamwork and camaraderie he experienced as a part of his learning in
his afterschool program:
We had fun playing games like Dinoball. It was a lot of fun playing that because
everyone came together as one team…and everyone got together [and] helped each other.
I was thinking that I never seen this many people work together. Everyone became
friends and had a lot of fun together.
He was surprised by the kind of togetherness that could result from learning with others and was
able to find learning about teamwork in his play.
Another particularly shy boy described his learning in the context of a sense of belonging. “I felt
like I was learning something as part of the group…so I felt like I really belonged in the group.”
Constituent 3 Conclusions
Most early adolescents want to matter to others around them. This is especially the case in
learning situations. Whether making new friends or strengthening old connections with peers or
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adults, youth often learn best when they feel they are a part of something. This sense of
belonging can be a powerful part of a youth’s learning experience. Working in groups in
organized youth programs can also help early adolescents stretch their perspectives and deepen
their knowledge by personally relating prior knowledge to the learning at hand. The learning that
takes place in these environments may be a place where youth are experiencing the joy of
learning, which is especially important for young people who are not experiencing success in
schools. This constituent underscores the importance of recognizing the value of learning
environments found in organized programs and helping young people reflect on their learning
experiences to make meaning of them.
Constituent 4: An Emerging Sense of Ownership
In the essays and interviews, youths expressed how they became more actively involved in their
learning over time, meaning they were more than just participants, spectators, or consumers.
They also began to take on ownership of their educational experiences.
For example, one boy wrote about how he planned to arrange his room and materials to support
his learning through his hobby:
Since I got my first science stuff, I wanted to know if I had the right chemicals. I think
science could be my hobby. My dad said we are going to rearrange a room and build a
science table once we get more science stuff.
In another instance, one girl who had a passive approach to her educational future wrote about
her new mindset and plans to overcome challenges that could get in the way of her educational
pursuits:
The part of the program that I liked would be Moving Past Barriers. It helped me
understand what kind of tools I need to be what I want to be. I need like people and
money to go to college because if I want to be a singer, I need to learn music notes, and I
need people to help me and push me to the right place. It helped me also see how I can
also help other people move past their barriers.
Another girl wrote about how her learning is marked by her cultural sense of self:
Every Saturday, I come here to practice dance. I learn every time. I feel good about being
here. It helps me learn different types of Lao dance. When we perform, we wear these
unique costumes to dance with. It looks so nice. Even though I am born in the U.S.,
dancing makes me a part of a Lao tradition. I was thinking this is what I want to do; this
is where I want to be.
The excerpt demonstrates the depth of the girl’s learning experience as she embraced her Lao
culture through dance. It points to her unique form of self-possession and an internal drive she
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has for her learning. It also shows how youth can experience a stream of satisfaction by owning
their learning rather than passively receiving education.
Lastly, one boy described his experience of learning:
I don’t know. It is kind of hard to describe. But it is mine. No one can take what I have
learned away from me. Every day, I learn more and more. It is like I get bigger on the
inside. It’s what I know.
This excerpt shows another version of how a young person possesses his learning. He does not
merely evaluate his learning as good or bad as a consumer of learning. Rather, he views learning
as part of him.
Constituent 4 Conclusions
The youths in this study described how they experienced an emerging sense of ownership for
their learning. For some, this was a significant breakthrough, especially for those who were not
otherwise thriving in their learning or believed they had no educational future. Unlike how one
possesses material items, this type of ownership came from the youth reaping unquantifiable
rewards from learning. The phenomenological angle of this study allowed for this unique
meaning to be revealed and showed how youth experience learning in organized programs. It
gives us a view into the everyday lifeworlds of youth and shows how this ownership of learning
can shape one’s sense of self.
Through their concrete expressions, early adolescents illustrated what the experience of learning
is like for them in an organized youth program. Together the structure and constituents describe
the meaning of the experience of learning for this set of youth.
Discussion of Implications for Youth Development Practice
Youth development practitioners can play an important role in cultivating early adolescent
learning. It starts with practitioners understanding the learning experience of early adolescents
and recognizing that they could be one of those pivotal persons who can positively influence the
trajectory of a young person’s life and position them for greater learning.
For the youths in this study, learning is about discovering new ways of seeing themselves and
others in their worlds. Experiential learning, which is valued in the field of youth development
(Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service, 1996), is an ongoing process of
discovery that begins by performing a task, sharing and analyzing the results with others,
connecting them with other events in life, and then applying the results to new situations. The
types of discovery are often viewed as intellectual (i.e., new ideas or knowledge) or as forms of
self-awareness (e.g., developing interests, talents, strengths). This study, however, shows a
different side of discovery by examining learning as an experience and attempting to see what
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 3

54

The Experience of Learning: Early Adolescents in Organized Youth Programs

50

the experience is like for early adolescents in an organized program. This study shows that
learning alters the way one sees and experiences one’s world. It also punctuates the role learning
experiences can play in the lives of youth as one that transforms their perspective and shapes
their worldview. Practitioners need to recognize the magnitude of the learning that can take place
in programs and work with young people to intentionally design a learning environment that is
developmentally enhancing.
Learning environments that early adolescents enter need to be responsive to their developmental
stage. To accomplish this, practitioners can work with early adolescents to co-create learning
environments that help them thrive. The act of co-creation demonstrates that the practitioner
respects early adolescents and recognizes their increasing maturity. It also models a reciprocal
relationship whereby youth and adults work together as partners (Hart, 1992).
That way of working together also opens up opportunities for early adolescents to discover new
perspectives, express their individuality, master new skills, and seek emotional support from
non-familial adults and peers. The learning activities in organized programs need to be
developmentally responsive. For instance, practitioners could plan sequences of increasingly
challenging activities that balance youths’ levels of readiness with the right amount of challenge
in ways that promote discovery and emotional stability.
Emotional stability is a critical part of learning. However, in early adolescence, social-emotional
maturity often lags behind physical and intellectual development (Caskey & Anfara, 2014). The
youths in this study described how they felt anxiety in learning environments until they crossed a
threshold where they felt good about themselves. Practitioners need to be sensitive to the anxiety
that early adolescents may experience in organized youth programs and build nurturing learning
environments that offer youth time and space to find comfort with themselves. Anxiety is a
powerful emotion that can shut down learning if early adolescents do not have the skills to
persevere or reach out for help. Equipping youth with social-emotional learning skills can help
center the mind and body (Durlak et al., 2015). It can also reduce emotional tension that early
adolescents experience in learning environments and help them progress in their learning
pathways.
Techniques to incorporate social-emotional learning into youth development practice may
include (a) implementing regular program sessions for youth and adults to talk freely about
feelings, ideas, issues, challenges, and other matters; (b) having protocol that young people can
use to guide discussions about handling disagreements and interpersonal conflict in positive
ways; (c) building social capital within self (as practitioners) by seeking positive collegial
relationships, striking an emotional balance within everyday life and caring for personal needs;
and (d) cultivating social capital within early adolescents by using interactions with them as
opportunities to be supportive.
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Early adolescence is, in part, characterized by a young person’s drive for autonomy paired with a
continuing need for close, trusting relationships with adults and supportive peers. But early
adolescents may need help building those relationships. Young adolescents have a strong need to
belong to a group—with peer approval becoming more important and adult approval less so
(Scales, 2010). Practitioners could uniquely position themselves to help early adolescents build
social networks with trusting adults and supportive peers while working with them to co-create
learning environments that help them thrive and find joy in learning (Search Institute, 2013).
It is also important for practitioners to use methods that help early adolescents critically reflect
upon their knowledge and experience in ways that allow them to take stock in what they know
and how they know it while maintaining openness to new perspectives and insights. For
example, interpersonal conversations, rap sessions, and forms of artistic expression could give
youth opportunities to discuss issues that concern them while allowing adults and peers to learn
about their lives.
Conclusion
The purpose of this article is to describe the experience of learning in an organized youth
program by finding meaning in early adolescents’ lived experience through the use of a
phenomenological methodology. Knowing more about this under-researched area of learning can
help strengthen the ability of practitioners to respond appropriately to early adolescent learning
needs. Youth development practitioners can be those pivotal people that help early adolescents
thrive in their learning by building a reciprocal relationship with youth, employing appropriate
teaching or facilitation practices, and co-creating suitable learning environments with youth.
For the youths in this study, learning is an experience of discovering new ways of seeing
themselves and others in their worlds. The learning that takes place in organized programs may
even impact how young people view their education and/or paths of lifelong learning. This
underscores the importance of understanding youth learning experiences during this transitional
time of early adolescence. Especially for youth who are not thriving, an understanding of their
experiences can position adults to help early adolescents reach their educational potential now
and well into adulthood.
For the youths in this study, learning is also comprised of feelings of anxiety that are tempered
with the comfort they found within themselves. As noted earlier, anxiety in the form of selfconsciousness could serve as a barrier to learning, but when young people persevere through
those critical moments, they may rise to a new level of comfort within themselves. Practitioners
need to look more deeply at the anxiety that young people may experience in organized
programs and help them navigate through those times to find comfort with self.
The youths in this study also described learning as a relational experience in social and personal
terms. They shared how learning in an organized program promoted their sense of belonging to
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groups and helped them experience the joy of learning with others. As individuals, they related
new learning to prior knowledge and experience. The learning that takes place in these
environments may be the very place where early adolescents experience the joy that can come
from learning, which is especially important for youths who are not experiencing success in
schools. This underscores the importance of recognizing the value of learning environments
found in organized programs and helping youth reflect on their learning experiences to make
meaning of them.
This study also showed that when youth are learning, they possess an emerging sense of
ownership that helps shape self. This point is important because when young people take
ownership of their learning, they have the potential to tap an endless stream of satisfaction that
comes from driving their learning. Yet, in this second decade of life, many youth face barriers
that hinder their learning and miss opportunities to own their learning. For instance, some youth
have little support, guidance, or resources for their learning. Others have had poor experiences
and have resorted to avoiding learning because of the humiliation and exposure that came with it
in the past. Those barriers can create chasms between early adolescents and their learning that
can devastate their futures. Youth development practitioners can work with early adolescents to
help them follow their curiosity, explore new topics, and immerse themselves in subjects that
interest them most. The learning environments found in organized programs can be prime spaces
for youth to thrive in their learning. The learning environments could also help early adolescents
become the drivers of their learning. These environments are especially important for young
people that have not found their intrinsic motivation for learning.
This study sought to find meaning in the phenomenon by going to youth themselves and asking
them about it. The words of early adolescents served as the window to the meaning of learning in
organized youth programs as it is lived in their lifeworlds.
Limitations
A limitation of this study is its focus on one geographic area. Drawing participants from more
geographic locations could increase the generalizability of this study’s findings. Another
limitation is that one person analyzed the data in this study. Inviting a second person to review
the data could have served as a check to see if the youths’ learning experiences were described
accurately.
In addition, questions commonly arise about data saturation in qualitative research designs
(Saunders et al., 2018). Therefore, it is important to discuss saturation here as it relates to this
phenomenological study because it may be viewed as a limitation. Saturation means that a point
has been reached in a study where no additional data are being found (Saunders et al., 2018). So,
the amount of data collected in a phenomenological study needs to be carefully considered to
ensure saturation is reached. The design of this study included six interviews and 71 essays.
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As previously indicated in the methodology section of this article, a range of three to six
interviews allows the researcher to identify the essential features of the phenomenon at hand
across participants’ descriptions (Dahlberg et al., 2001; Giorgi, 2009). The number of interviews
in this study is within that range. In interviews, when the researcher begins to hear similar types
of comments again and again, it is an indication that data saturation may have been reached
(Grady, 1998). For instance, after my fifth interview, no new major themes of data were
generated from the interviews. So, I continued data collection for one more interview to confirm
that there were no new data emerging.
The decision to use both methods, interviews and essays, accommodated the youths’ diverse
verbal and writing preferences and capabilities and helped to gather as much data as possible
from a broad array of youth. The combination of methods strengthened this study’s design by
exhausting the need for more data to fully understand the experience of learning as described by
youth. Questions of saturation may still be a limitation of this study; however, I felt it was
important to discuss how saturation was considered in this study’s design. It is also important to
discuss the concept of generalizability as it relates to phenomenology. It is common in
qualitative research to state that generalizability is a limitation (Merriam et al., 2001). For
instance, Smith (2005) went so far as to claim that “the phenomenological method makes no
claims of generalizability” (p. 215). Other phenomenological researchers have maintained that
phenomenological results are generalizable to all who have shared what they consider to be a
common lived experience, not just to the study participants (Giorgi, 2008; Thomas & Pollio,
2002). Giorgi (2008) indicated that the phenomenological search for and recognition of essences
within lived experience separates phenomenology from other research methodologies and makes
the findings within phenomenological research applicable to audiences wider than the participant
groups from which they are drawn. I do not intend to resolve this disagreement on views of
generalizability with this study; however, it is my intention to acknowledge epistemological
differences in opinion.
Future Research
A single study cannot answer every question about a complex phenomenon like learning. More
knowledge about this under-researched area of learning is needed. I encourage other researchers
to replicate this study with other 4-H Youth Development afterschool and summer programs in
other geographic areas to see if there are differences or commonalities among urban, suburban,
rural, or tribal youth. I also encourage researchers to replicate this study with youth involved in
other youth-serving organizations to see if there are commonalities or differences associated with
programs offered by different organizations. I also encourage greater research on the topic of
early adolescent learning with the use of different research methodologies, such as ethnography,
narrative qualitative research, hermeneutic phenomenology, or other methods designed to
elucidate meaning in lived experience. Additional studies using other forms of qualitative
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research could help expand and deepen our understanding of early adolescent learning while
advancing the use of such methodologies in human science research.
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Assessing Priority Competencies for Evaluation
Capacity Building in Extension
Lendel K. Narine
Amanda D. Ali
Utah State University
Program planning and evaluation activities play a critical role in the quality of
Extension programs. The literature consistently identifies program planning and
evaluation as core Extension competencies. With an increased focus on
accountability in Extension, there is a need to ensure Extension professionals are
equipped with the most relevant competencies to show program impact. Guided
by a competency model, this study sought to assess priority competencies for
inclusion in an Evaluation Capacity Building (ECB) program at Utah State
University (USU) Extension. Data were gathered from a sample of Extension
professionals at USU Extension (n = 87) and analyzed using descriptive statistics,
principal component analysis, paired t-tests, and Cohen’s d. While results
indicated a need for professional development in most competency items of
program planning and evaluation, the principal component analysis revealed two
professional development themes for program planning, and three for program
evaluation. Extracted professional development themes were Program Ideas and
Schedules, Program Design, Evaluation Plans, Evaluation Data and Results, and
Monitoring and Impact. This study recommends the development of professional
development themes to organize and prioritize efforts for ECB in Extension. It
also highlighted a need to continuously assess professional capacity for
accountability in Extension.
Keywords: competency, evaluation capacity building, Extension, performance,
program planning, evaluation, impact
Introduction and Theoretical Framework
Evaluation is a critical component of educational programs as it allows for objective and
subjective judgments of a program’s merit and worth (Rossi et al., 2004). Funders are concerned
with program accountability and increasingly request proposals with sound evaluation plans. As
such, evaluation methodology is intrinsically tied to the program development process (Boyle,
1981; Diaz et al., 2018; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006). This is evident in the Targeting
Outcomes of Programs (TOP) model, where steps in the program development process are
symmetrical to steps of the evaluation process (Rockwell & Bennett, 2004).
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“Planning, evaluation, and implementation are all parts of a whole, and they work best when they
work together” (Frechtling, 2010, p. 3). In contrast, evaluation procedures are often an
afterthought in Extension programming and used mainly as a tool for additional funding (Lamm
& Lamm, 2018; Preskill & Catsambas, 2004). While summative evaluation activities are
commonly used to report program impact, formative evaluation is sometimes overlooked (Lamm
& Lamm, 2018). As Forest et al. (1986) suggested, a program plan is critical to program
accountability. Yet, evaluation in Extension is sometimes detached from the program planning
process. This may impact the effectiveness and quality of evaluation procedures as a means of
demonstrating the public value of Extension programs.
Program evaluation is needed to show program outcomes and impact given changing roles and
perceived relevance of Extension. Henning et al. (2014), and Narine et al. (2019b) indicated
Extension faces grand challenges. These include finding innovative methods to solve emerging
and complex problems, responding to a changing population demographic, and meeting the
needs of nontraditional audiences. Narine et al. (2019b) further highlighted county-level
challenges, such as the antiquated image of Extension, and high employee turnover and burnout.
Overall, a common factor underpinning Extension’s grand challenges is the consistent reduction
in federal funding for Extension programs.
Ahmen and Morse (2010) indicated Extension was “being pressured to do more with less” (p. 1).
As a result, there is an overwhelming need to show the relevance and public value of Extension
programs. All efforts must be taken to justify the need and use of resources in Extension.
Therefore, program evaluation is increasingly relevant due to reductions in federal appropriations
to Extension (Franz, 2011; Franz et al., 2014; McClure et al., 2012). Evaluation provides the
information needed to create, change, or abandon programs (Boone et al., 2002). Given increased
pressure to communicate public value, Extension professionals must continuously monitor
programs to ensure success and impact; future uncertainty suggests evaluation should not be an
afterthought in Extension. The literature highlights the importance of incorporating both
formative and summative evaluation plans into the program planning process to create impactful
programs (Grinnell et al., 2019; Mertens & Wilson, 2019; Rossi et al., 2004).
It is important to justify resource allocation and the public value of Extension programs in an era
of financial uncertainty. As such, evaluation literature emphasizes program planning and
program evaluation as priority competencies for Extension agents (Harder, 2015; Harder et al.,
2010; Liles & Mustian, 2004; McClure et al., 2012; Scheer et al., 2011; Suvedi & Kaplowitz,
2016). Several studies further indicated program planning and evaluation should be introduced to
pre-service non-formal educators as core competencies for Extension programming (Cooper &
Graham, 2001; Dewey et al., 2008; McClure et al., 2012).
Program planning and evaluation are widely regarded as critical skills for Extension
professionals. This requires the ability to perform specialized tasks such as conduct a needs
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assessment to develop program ideas, conceptualize evaluation procedures during the program
planning process, conduct formative evaluation for program improvement, and determine
program value and impact through summative evaluation (Boyle, 1981; Rockwell & Bennett,
2004; Witkin & Altschuld, 1995). As a result, there is a need to ensure Extension professionals
are prepared to conduct effective evaluation activities to show the impact and value of nonformal education programs. Similarly, Lamm and Israel (2013) affirmed the need for Extension
professionals to apply evaluation skills for accountability.
This study was guided by a competency modeling approach (McClelland, 1973). Extension
professionals are expected to possess a wide range of skills to effectively meet the needs of
diverse target audiences through quality educational programming (Maddy et al., 2002). Several
studies proposed the adoption of a competency modeling approach to build the human capacity
of Extension (Harder et al., 2010; Liles & Mustian, 2004; Scheer et al., 2011; Suvedi &
Kaplowitz, 2016). While varied definitions exist, McClelland (1973) referred to competencies as
the combination of knowledge and skills pertinent to successful performance in a defined role.
McClelland (1973) argued a competency modeling approach allowed administrators to identify
and assess critical antecedents of superior performance. This provided a framework for
professional development and continuous improvement of human resources. McClelland (1973)
further described the critical factors of performance as core competencies. The literature on
Extension-specific core competencies stretches back to 1959, as discussed by Lakai et al. (2012).
McCormick (1959) indicated the National Committee on Extension Administrators outlined
competencies most important to the success of Extension professionals. However, these core
competencies continuously shifted over time due to external and internal changes within
Cooperative Extension (Lakai et al., 2012; Trede & Whitaker, 2000). Regardless, core
competencies related to program planning and program evaluation were consistently identified as
imperative for Extension professionals’ success (McClure et al., 2012; Scheer et al., 2006). As a
response, Hetherington et al. (2019) stated Evaluation Capacity Building (ECB) was increasingly
important to professional development in Extension.
According to Hetherington et al. (2019), ECB relates to “intentional efforts to both build and
sustain an organization’s ability to conduct quality, credible evaluations, including factors such
as instrumental evaluation support, evaluation resources, and a broader organizational context
that supports meaningful program evaluation” (p. 176). While Taylor-Powell and Boyd (2008)
indicated ECB was necessary in Extension, Franz and Archibald (2018) noted a need to tailor
ECB interventions to the professional context. Therefore, this study sought to identify and assess
program planning and evaluation competencies to inform the development and implementation
of a comprehensive ECB program for Utah State University (USU) Extension professionals.
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Purpose
This study sought to describe Extension professionals’ perceived ability to perform Extensionspecific competencies related to program planning and evaluation at USU. Objectives were to (a)
describe professionals’ perceptions toward the importance of program planning and evaluation
competencies, (b) describe their perceived ability to perform these competencies, (c) explore
latent components of program planning and evaluation competencies, and (d) assess the priority
competency themes for professional development through an ECB initiative.
Methodology
This IRB-exempt study followed a correlational design (Ary et al., 2014) and depended on
primary data from a population of Extension professionals at USU Extension. The population
was defined as all state and county-level Extension faculty and specialists at USU Extension who
were actively engaged in planning, implementing, or evaluating Extension programs. A census
was attempted using a sampling frame consisting of 134 faculty (N = 134). A sampling frame
was created from the internal employee database of USU Extension and verified by state-level
administrative personnel. The response rate was 65% (n = 87). Data collection occurred in April
2019 through an online survey facilitated by Qualtrics.
The Tailored Design approach guided the development of a researcher-made questionnaire (Ary
et al., 2014; Dillman et al., 2014). Recommendations on the basics of crafting good questions
and writing close-ended questions were incorporated into the questionnaire development process
(Dillman et al., 2014). The questionnaire contained an exhaustive list of competency items for
program planning and program evaluation in Extension based on a literature review (Harder et
al., 2011; Liles, 2004; Scheer et al., 2011; Suvedi & Kaplowitz, 2016). A panel of experts
reviewed the questionnaire for construct validity. The panel included USU’s Northern Region
Extension Director, Southern Region Extension Director, Director of 4-H and Youth Programs,
two Extension Specialists, and the Associate Vice President for USU Extension. Feedback from
the panel led to the inclusion of new competency items to reflect changing expectations in
program planning and evaluation at USU Extension. The final questionnaire had a total of 16
competency items for program planning and 24 for program evaluation.
On a five-point Likert scale, respondents were asked to indicate: (a) their perception of the
importance of each competency item, and (b) their perception towards their ability to perform the
competency item. While response options followed Borich’s (1980) framework, a Mean
Weighted Discrepancy Score (MWDS) was not calculated for individual competency items. This
study was most interested in extracting professional development themes to inform an ECB
program at USU Extension. Therefore, only the mean scores for Perceived Importance (PI) and
Perceived Ability (PA) were calculated to provide a descriptive summary of each item based on
objectives (a) and (b). This is consistent with several studies on competency assessment (Brown
et al., 2008; Fox & LaChenaye, 2015; Harder & Narine, 2019; Lakai et al., 2014; Lindner, 2001;
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Lindner et al., 2010; Schwarz & Gibson, 2010). While popular in the literature, it should be
noted that the use of means for single-item ordinal variables is somewhat controversial (Narine
& Harder, 2019a). Therefore, this study did not rely on mean scores of individual competency
items to determine professional development priorities. Instead, this study derived constructs
from latent factors within each competency area, thus focusing on construct means. As discussed
below, these constructs were referred to as Professional Development Themes.
As noted, objectives (a) and (b) were addressed through descriptive statistics. A mean score for
PI and PA were presented for each competency item. The means were interpreted as follows;
1.00 – 1.49 = None; 1.50 – 2.49 = Below average; 2.50 – 3.49 = Average; 3.50 – 4.49 = Above
average; 4.50 – 5.00 = Essential/Exceptional priority. This interpretation was consistent with the
literature on categorizing means for ordinal variables (Agbaje et al., 2001; Dyer & Osborne,
1999; Franklin, 2011; Scales et al., 2009). For objective (c), a Principal Component Analysis
(PCA) with orthogonal rotation was used to extract latent constructs of competencies related to
program planning and program evaluation. Latent constructs revealed by the PCA were referred
to as Professional Development Themes (PDT). Each PDT consisted of highly intercorrelated
competency items; the themes were viewed as a cluster of competencies for inclusion as learning
modules in the curriculum of an ECB program. For objective (d), a series of paired t-tests were
used to determine if there were any statistically significant differences between the mean
perceived importance and ability of each PDT. In addition, Cohen’s d was used to estimate the
effect sizes in order to rank PDTs by priority for inclusion in an ECB program.
There were four limitations of the study: (a) a pilot test was not conducted to assess instrument
reliability, (b) a complete census was not achieved due to nonresponses, (c) presence of
subjective and self-knowledge bias due to the use of a self-assessment framework, and, (d)
omission of an open-ended question for additional comments by respondents. While a pilot test
was not conducted, reliability was assessed through a post-hoc analysis of internal consistency
(Warner, 2012). Cronbach’s alpha for program planning and program evaluation was 0.92 and
0.95, respectively, indicating both competency areas had acceptable internal consistency
(Warner, 2012). With a 65% response rate, the study failed to achieve a census. However, two
independent samples t-test indicated there were no statistically significant differences in
perceived abilities between early (n = 50) and late (n = 37) respondents for program planning
and program evaluation competencies (Lindner et al., 2001). Another limitation was the
subjective and self-knowledge bias of self-assessments (Karpen, 2018; Rosenman et al., 2011).
In this regard, responses reflected participants’ beliefs and may not be an accurate measure of
their performance. While self-assessments are convenient and commonly used to assess
competencies, results of this study only provide a proxy measure of performance. Lastly, an
open-ended question was not included in the instrument for brevity. However, the inclusion of
this question would potentially allow quality feedback from respondents. Future studies should
include an open-ended question to capture other comments.
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Results
Table 1 lists Extension professionals’ perceptions of the importance of competency items related
to program planning. It also lists their perceptions of their ability to perform these competencies.
Results showed one item was perceived as an essential competency for job success—this was to
“identify the major problem/issue addressed by your program” (M = 4.59, SD = .64). Setting
program priorities, developing short-term program objectives, and conducting a needs
assessment were other high-ranked competencies based on importance. Overall, all competency
items of program planning were perceived as having at least above-average importance for job
success.
In contrast, respondents did not perceive they had exceptional abilities to perform any
competency item. More so, Extension professionals perceived they had average abilities to
perform competencies related to using the results of a needs assessment to plan a program (M =
3.47, SD = .80), developing a weekly work schedule (M = 3.46, SD = .94), developing long-term
program objectives extending beyond two years (M = 3.37, SD = .90), conducting a needs
assessment (M = 3.37, SD = .85), developing a logic model for a program (M = 3.30, SD = .90),
using the results of a needs assessment to create an impact statement (M = 3.19, SD = .86), and
organizing an effective program advisory committee (M = 3.16, SD = .96).
Table 1. Perceptions of the Importance and Ability to Perform Program Planning
Competencies
Competency Items
Identify the major problem/issue addressed by your program
Set program priorities
Develop short-term program objectives
Develop medium-term program objectives
Use the results of a needs assessment to plan a program
Conduct a needs assessment
Consult with experts and/or knowledgeable colleagues to design
program activities
Develop long-term program objectives extending beyond 2 years
Use the results of a needs assessment to create an impact statement
Conduct interviews with important stakeholders to plan your program
Develop an annual plan of work
Review existing Extension programs before embarking on a new
project
Develop a weekly work schedule
Develop a logic model for a program
Develop a monthly work schedule
Organize an effective program advisory committee

Mean (SD)
Perceived
Perceived
Importance
Ability
4.59 (.64)
3.72 (.65)
4.48 (.68)
3.78 (.81)
4.29 (.78)
3.87 (.74)
4.25 (.74)
3.63 (.80)
4.25 (.80)
3.47 (.80)
4.26 (.83)
3.37 (.85)
4.19 (.81)
3.67 (.86)
4.16 (.82)
4.16 (.90)
4.11 (.85)
3.98 (.84)
4.06 (.93)

3.37 (.90)
3.19 (.86)
3.54 (.98)
3.52 (.97)
3.53 (.86)

3.87 (.90)
3.79 (.90)
3.80 (.96)
3.68 (.93)

3.46 (.94)
3.30 (.90)
3.54 (.94)
3.16 (.96)

Table 2 lists respondents’ perceptions toward the importance of evaluation competencies and
their perceived ability to perform these competencies. While Extension professionals did not
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perceive any item to be an essential priority overall, they perceived all items had above-average
importance to job success. The most important competencies were creating an evaluation plan
during the program planning process (M = 4.43, SD = .71), using evaluation results to improve
the program (M = 4.38, SD = .69), using data gathering tools to collect evaluation data (M =
4.32, SD = .77), and developing measurable short-term outcomes (M = 4.30, SD = .87).
For perceived ability, respondents indicated they had above-average abilities to perform two
competencies related to program evaluation. These were to use evaluation results to improve the
program (M = 3.71, SD = .76), and verbally communicate evaluation results to stakeholders (M =
3.57, SD = .90). Overall, Extension professionals perceived they had average abilities to perform
22 of the 24 evaluation competencies examined in this study.
Table 2. Perceptions of the Importance and Ability to Perform Program Evaluation
Competencies
Competency Items
Create an evaluation plan during the program planning process
Use evaluation results to improve the program
Use data gathering tools to collect evaluation data (e.g., questionnaires)
Develop measurable short-term outcomes (e.g., knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and intentions)
Identify measurable indicators of program success or failure
Develop measurable medium-term outcomes (e.g., behavior change,
practices adopted)
Analyze and interpret quantitative evaluation data
Develop measurable long-term outcomes to assess program impact
(e.g., changes in a problem or need)
Evaluate program impact in relation to a problem area
Verbally communicate evaluation results to stakeholders
Write evaluation questions
Collect real-time data from participants to get feedback on activities
Use online survey tools such as Qualtrics to collect data
Clearly distinguish between program outputs and outcomes
Prepare program reports to discuss evaluation findings
Design pre-and-post tests
Design retrospective evaluation surveys (e.g., post-surveys)
Conduct follow-up surveys to measure program impact (e.g., changes
in a problem)
Analyze and interpret qualitative evaluation data
Establish benchmarks to determine program impacts
Monitor program activities throughout the program’s lifespan
Conduct follow-up surveys to measure changes in participants’
behavior (e.g., practices adopted)
Use qualitative methods such as focus groups and interviews to gather
evaluation data
Use an iPad or cellphone to conduct mini surveys with participants
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Mean (SD)
Perceived
Perceived
Importance
Ability
4.43 (.71)
3.16 (.82)
4.38 (.69)
3.71 (.76)
4.32 (.76)
3.32 (.83)
4.30 (.77)
3.32 (.74)
4.27 (.80)
4.20 (.77)

3.19 (.81)
3.20 (.76)

4.23 (.81)
4.24 (.83)

3.29 (.91)
3.15 (.80)

4.22 (.83)
4.26 (.87)
4.17 (.79)
4.13 (.80)
4.14 (.84)
4.13 (.87)
4.14 (.88)
4.04 (.82)
4.04 (.83)
4.13 (.92)

3.24 (.73)
3.57 (.90)
3.22 (.76)
3.29 (.89)
3.23 (.89)
3.40 (.85)
3.16 (.88)
3.34 (.80)
3.22 (.81)
3.08 (.79)

4.09 (.89)
4.04 (.86)
4.08 (.91)
4.08 (.92)

3.07 (.82)
2.97 (.87)
3.08 (.89)
3.00 (.78)

3.69 (.69)

2.90 (.80)

3.63 (.95)

2.89 (1.05)
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The Principal Component Analysis (PCA) revealed two underlying constructs for Program
Planning competencies, as shown in Table 3. Taken together, the Professional Development
Themes (PDT) accounted for 59% of the variation in the original items. Given a Kaiser-MeyerOlkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO) of 0.86 and a significant Chi-square value (X2 =
792.02, p < 0.001) for Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, the model was deemed valid. The PDTs were
labeled Program Ideas and Schedules, and Program Design. With a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.90 for
Program Ideas and Schedules, and 0.88 for Program Design, both themes had acceptable internal
consistency (Field, 2013). Program Ideas and Schedules referred to the competencies needed to
work with others and use existing information to brainstorm new program ideas and create work
schedules. In contrast, Program Design related to the competencies needed to create a concise
program plan and set program goals.
Table 3. Latent Components of Program Planning Competencies
Factor Loading
1
2

Competency Items
Professional Development Theme 1: Program Ideas and Schedules
Conduct interviews with important stakeholders to plan your program
Review existing Extension programs before embarking on a new project
Use the results of a needs assessment to plan a program
Develop an annual plan of work
Consult with experts and/or knowledgeable colleagues to design program activities
Develop a monthly work schedule
Organize an effective program advisory committee
Develop a weekly work schedule
Professional Development Theme 2: Program Design
Develop long-term program objectives extending beyond 2 years
Develop short-term program objectives
Develop a logic model for a program
Use the results of a needs assessment to create an impact statement
Develop medium-term program objectives
Identify the major problem/issue addressed by your program
Conduct a needs assessment
Set program priorities

0.53
0.57
0.52
0.71
0.76
0.88
0.74
0.85

0.47
0.45
0.45
0.39
0.19
0.16
0.16
0.08

0.33
0.21
0.10
0.19
0.46
0.23
0.26
0.50

0.77
0.76
0.74
0.71
0.68
0.64
0.62
0.59

Results of the PCA indicated there were three PDTs for Program Evaluation competencies.
Together, themes accounted for 64% of the variation in the original items. The model was
deemed valid, given a KMO of 0.87 and a significant Chi-square value (X2 = 1485.7, p < 0.001)
for Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity. As shown in Table 4, the PDTs were labeled: (a) Evaluation
Plans, (b) Evaluation Data and Results, and (c) Monitoring and Impact. With a Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.82 for Evaluation Plans, 0.80 for Evaluation Data and Results, and 0.79 for Monitoring and
Impact, all themes showed acceptable internal consistency (Field, 2013).
Evaluation Plans referred to the competencies needed to design an evaluation plan and describe
measurable program outcomes and impacts during the program planning process. Evaluation
Data and Results related to competencies essential to collecting qualitative and quantitative
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evaluation data using different tools and discussing the results in evaluation reports. Monitoring
and Impact were those competencies needed to articulate outcome indicators and capture
pertinent data for formative and summative evaluation.
Table 4. Latent Components of Evaluation Competencies
Competency Items

Factor Loading
1
2
3

Professional Development Theme 1: Evaluation Plans
Create an evaluation plan during the program planning process
0.77
Develop measurable short-term outcomes (e.g., knowledge, skills, attitudes,
0.82
and intentions)
Develop measurable medium-term outcomes (e.g., behavior change, practices
0.86
adopted)
Develop measurable long-term outcomes to assess program impact (e.g.,
0.77
changes in a problem or need)
Design pre-and-post tests
0.54
Design retrospective evaluation surveys (e.g., post-surveys)
0.65
Conduct follow-up surveys to measure changes in participants’ behavior (e.g.,
0.64
practices adopted)
Conduct follow-up surveys to measure program impact (e.g., changes in a
0.62
problem)
Professional Development Theme 2: Evaluation Data and Results
Use data gathering tools to collect evaluation data (e.g., questionnaires)
0.55
Use online survey tools such as Qualtrics to collect data
0.41
Clearly distinguish between program outputs and outcomes
0.41
Use evaluation results to improve the program
0.40
Write evaluation questions
0.30
Analyze and interpret quantitative evaluation data
0.31
Analyze and interpret qualitative evaluation data
0.20
Prepare program reports to discuss evaluation findings
0.17
Evaluate program impact in relation to a problem area
0.28
Verbally communicate evaluation results to stakeholders
0.02
Professional Development Theme 3: Monitoring and Impact
Use an iPad or cellphone to conduct mini surveys with participants
0.04
Use qualitative methods such as focus groups and interviews to gather
0.41
evaluation data
Establish benchmarks to determine program impacts
0.26
Monitor program activities throughout the program’s lifespan
0.40
Identify measurable indicators of program success or failure
0.31
Collect real-time data from participants to get feedback on activities
0.30

0.30
0.26

0.12
0.21

0.19

0.24

0.24

0.24

0.48
0.36
0.17

0.20
0.20
0.41

0.13

0.47

0.61
0.43
0.43
0.50
0.76
0.74
0.64
0.73
0.72
0.59

0.12
0.35
0.38
0.40
0.06
0.01
0.35
0.38
0.40
0.51

0.13

0.71

0.27

0.51

0.32
0.15
0.20
0.19

0.81
0.78
0.78
0.58

Table 5 lists the results of a series of paired t-tests comparing the differences in perceived
importance and ability of each PDT. There were statistically significant differences between the
mean perceived importance of all PDTs and respondents’ perceived ability to perform these
themes. Respondents’ perceptions of their ability to perform competencies within the PDTs were
statistically and significantly lower than the theme’s perceived importance. This indicates a need
for professional development in all five themes of program planning and evaluation. However,
priorities for professional development were ranked based on Cohen’s d. The most important
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theme for professional development was Evaluation Plans (Cohen’s d = 1.60). An interpretation
of Cohen’s d indicated 95% of respondents did not have adequate competencies to design an
evaluation plan, i.e., describe measurable program outcomes and impacts during the program
planning process. Evaluation Data and Results was ranked the second-highest priority theme for
professional development (Cohen’s d = 1.40). Accordingly, 92% of respondents did not possess
adequate competencies to collect qualitative and quantitative evaluation data using different tools
and discuss the results in evaluation reports. Therefore, an ECB program at USU Extension
should place high emphasis on competency items within Evaluation Plans and Evaluation Data
and Results.
Table 5. Priority Levels of Professional Development Themes for ECB Program
Mean (SD)
Professional Development
Cohen’s
%
t
p
Theme
d
A < I*
Importance
Ability
Evaluation Plans
4.22 (.65)
3.19 (.63) 11.43 0.00**
1.60
95
Evaluation Data and Results
4.24 (.69)
3.31 (.62) 11.80 0.00**
1.40
92
Monitoring and Impact
3.98 (.69)
3.06 (.70) 10.34 0.00**
1.33
91
Program Design
4.29 (.56)
3.56 (.59)
9.94 0.00**
1.29
90
Program Ideas and Schedules
4.00 (.64)
3.48 (.68)
5.25 0.00**
0.79
79
*Note. % A < I refer to the percent of times perceived ability was less than perceived importance

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
This study focused on describing the competencies of USU Extension professionals with respect
to program planning and evaluation. Results indicated that “identify the major problem/issue
addressed by your program” was perceived as essential for job success under program planning.
This result supports understanding the context of new and existing challenges facing
communities, as discussed by Henning et al. (2014) and Narine et al. (2019b). Identifying major
problems, targeting specific audiences (those most affected), and investing in programs designed
to improve some social condition help justify a program’s relevance and provide support for
continued funding. All other program planning competency items were perceived as having
above-average importance for job success. These findings are consistent with early literature by
McCormick (1959) that supports best practices for effective program planning.
Results indicated that Extension professionals believed they had average abilities to perform
competencies related to program planning. However, they perceived these competency items as
having above-average importance. The ability to perform these tasks is essential in Extension
programming, consistent with findings by Scheer et al. (2006) and McClure et al. (2012). One
explanation for this finding could be due to the nature of societal issues addressed through
Extension programming. Complex problems such as resource conservation or clean air quality
may not be solved through a single Extension program, as these problems may require several
Extension programs that tackle specific sub-areas. Thus, identifying a clear evaluation
framework in program planning might require a depth of understanding of competencies, such as
setting program priorities or short-term program outcomes. Additionally, some early-career
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Extension professionals may have limited experience in program planning and evaluation.
Coupled with changing job expectations and emerging community needs, Extension
professionals may doubt their abilities to perform program planning competencies. Thus, there is
an opportunity to provide Extension professionals with relevant training tailored to complex
programs or problem areas. Strengthening the ability to use results of a needs assessment or
conduct a needs assessment can help Extension professionals identify the major problems
relevant to their target audience as this item was considered most essential for job success.
When asked about evaluation competencies, Extension professionals thought all competency
items had above average importance to job success. This result implies an awareness of the
importance of program evaluation to overall program success. However, there is scope to further
highlight the necessity of effective program evaluation competencies. The competency items
perceived as most important by participants help provide funders with necessary information on
the worth or value of the program.
When asked about perceived ability, Extension professionals believed they had above-average
abilities to use evaluation results to improve their program and verbally communicate evaluation
results to stakeholders. While these competencies complement accountability measures in
Extension programming as purported by Lamm and Israel (2013), there is room for
improvement. Participants thought they had average abilities to perform all other evaluation
competencies. Strength in evaluation competencies can help Extension professionals conduct
effective program assessments to report on the merit of their programs. Collectively, program
planning and evaluation activities provide a holistic view of what was done, why it was done,
and what difference it made in addressing community needs. Furthermore, the answer to these
questions will provide Extension professionals with a clear identification of the societal problem
their program addresses. This portrays the benefit of linking program planning and evaluation
activities and the need for strength in all competency areas.
Given this study’s results, there is an opportunity to provide Extension professionals with
professional development training in specific program planning and evaluation categories. One
strategic way to do this was to derive themes for each major competency area. Classifying
individual competency items into PDTs helps streamline training activities. Results of the
Principal Component Analysis revealed two PDTs related to program planning. Based on the
grouping of individual program planning competency items, the themes were labeled Program
Ideas and Schedules, and Program Design. Program Ideas and Schedules referred to
competencies needed to collaborate, brainstorm ideas, and create schedules. Program Design
referred to competencies needed to create a concise program plan and set program goals. Items
under these themes were consistent with the highest mean-score competencies that Extension
professionals believed they had average abilities to perform. Thus, designing professional
development activities according to these items can help foster targeted training in different areas
of program planning.
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Three themes emerged for program evaluation. Based on the grouping of evaluation competency
items, the themes were labeled Evaluation Plans, Evaluation Data and Results, and Monitoring
and Impact. Evaluation Plans referred to the competencies needed to design evaluation plans and
describe measurable program outcomes and impacts during the program planning process.
Evaluation Data and Results related to competencies needed for data collection using various
tools and reporting evaluation results. Monitoring and Impact were those competencies needed to
articulate outcome indicators and capture pertinent data for formative and summative evaluation.
The classification of items under each of these themes captured all evaluation competencies
Extension professionals perceived that they had average abilities to perform. The two
competencies that Extension professionals perceived they had above-average abilities to perform
were grouped under the professional development theme, Evaluation Data and Results. Along
with other corresponding competency items under this theme, a complete professional
development training can be designed to sharpen these abilities.
Based on the results, this study recommends using the PDTs to guide an ECB program for USU
Extension professionals. The paired t-test assessed differences in perceived importance and
ability for each theme to determine where resources should be invested. Results showed
statistically significant differences between the mean perceived importance for all themes and
respondents’ perceived ability to perform items under these themes. When comparing
importance and ability for each theme, Extension professionals’ perceptions toward their abilities
to perform items under these themes were lower than their perceived importance of each theme.
Further analysis showed that the most important theme was Evaluation Plans. This result
suggests resources should be invested in professional development training focused on designing
evaluation plans to describe measurable program outcomes and impacts during the program
planning process.
An ECB program at USU Extension designed around the PDTs of program planning and
evaluation is necessary to support Extension programming efforts. Such efforts relate to creating
relevant Extension programs and demonstrating the value of these programs to stakeholders. An
ECB program should target all core competencies highlighted in the results. However, there
should be increased focus on evaluation plans, evaluation data and results, and program
monitoring and impact. This study holds implications for Extension as a whole; professional
development committees in Extension should intentionally and continuously assess and respond
to professional needs. Evaluators and specialists are encouraged to gauge the professional
capacity of Extension and recommend strategies for improving performance. In this study, the
competency modeling approach guided an assessment of program planning and evaluation
competencies for inclusion in an Evaluation Capacity Building program at USU Extension. In an
era of increased financial uncertainty, administrators must ensure Extension has the capacity to
demonstrate the impact and public value of Extension programs.
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Use of a Social Marketing Campaign to Promote Healthy Eating
Behaviors Among Low-Income Caregivers
Lindsey Haynes-Maslow
Gretchen L. Hofing
André A. Marks
North Carolina State University
Social marketing is a community and public health approach used in nutrition
education that helps to complement programming. Researchers evaluated an
eight-week social marketing campaign to promote healthy eating behaviors and
encourage fruit and vegetable consumption among low-income caregivers. The
campaign focused on the benefits of modeling healthy fruit and vegetable intake
behaviors for caregivers of young children through television, radio, digital
media, billboards, gas pump toppers, posters, and promotional materials. A
survey was conducted to measure campaign awareness. Online data tracked
digital reach, frequency, and total impressions. The main study findings were
campaign awareness and correctly understanding the campaign’s tagline. We
used descriptive analyses to evaluate the social marketing campaign. Data were
collected by calling 7,802 phone numbers, 192 respondents agreed to participate
in the baseline survey. Among those, 101 remembered seeing/hearing the
campaign, and 70 agreed to complete the survey. Sixty-six out of 70 respondents
correctly understood the campaign’s message. The campaign was effective in
creating awareness of campaign messages. More than 50% of respondents
recognized the campaign. Future studies should consider having pre-and post-test
surveys, longer-term campaigns, and placing marketing ads at locations that
“prompt” behavior change.
Keywords: Social marketing, low-income, behavior change, SNAP-Education
Introduction
Poor dietary habits continue to be a public health problem in the United States. Research has
suggested that since caregivers are the primary gatekeepers to children’s food and beverage
consumption, targeted them with nutrition messages could improve diets (Birch et al., 2007).
Positively impacting caregivers eating behaviors is critical to promoting healthier dietary habits
among families. Those most at risk for poor diets are low-income families, who are often eligible
for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program-Education (SNAP-Ed), the nutrition
promotion and obesity prevention education component of the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP; United States Department of Agriculture, 2018). The purpose of
Direct correspondence to Lindsey Haynes-Maslow at lhaynes-maslow@ncsu.edu
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SNAP-Ed is to promote positive behavior change related to eating and physical activity habits
for individuals and families on a limited budget (United States Department of Agriculture, 2018).
Before 2010, the majority of SNAP-Ed programming included traditional direct nutrition
education (such as series-based nutrition classes). In 2010, to complement direct nutrition
education efforts, SNAP-Ed formally added policy, systems, and environmental (PSE) changes
and social marketing to its scope of work.
The SNAP-Ed Evaluation Framework Interpretive Guide defines a “policy change” as a written
plan or course of action designed to influence and determine decisions; a “systems change” as
changes made to the rules or procedures within an organization; and an “environmental change”
as a change made to the physical, social, or economic environment (United States Department of
Agriculture, 2017b). SNAP-Ed programs are required to provide opportunities to reinforce
evidence-based nutrition education messages. Social marketing is one of the allowable
approaches for reaching low-income individuals with reinforcing nutrition messages and can be
seen as an environmental change. Social marketing is a community and public health approach
used in nutrition education that helps to complement direct and indirect nutrition programming
(Bryant et al., 2007). Additionally, SNAP-Ed programs are required to use an evidence-based
approach to ensure that interventions and tools have undergone formative research with the
target audience and have been shown to be effective in achieving the intended outcomes.
However, limited research on the effectiveness of SNAP-Ed social marketing campaigns has
been published in the literature (Tobey et al., 2016).
Social marketing can be a cost-effective approach to positive health behavior change because it
can reach more SNAP-Ed eligible audiences than direct nutrition education classes. For example,
in January of 2017, 1,470,862 individuals received SNAP benefits in North Carolina (NC Health
News, 2007), and the state’s 2017 fiscal year SNAP-Ed budget was $6,988,074 (United States
Department of Agriculture, 2017a). It would be impractical to reach the SNAP-population with
individual classes at this level of funding (less than $5 per person), but if effective, social
marketing could reach a much greater portion of the target audience.
Over the past several decades, social marketing has become a specific interest to public health
practitioners and researchers. Several federal agencies, including the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), and the United
States Department of Health and Human Services have used social marketing to improve diets,
increase breastfeeding, promote physical activity, and decrease tobacco use (Coreil, 2010).
Social marketing is the use of commercial technology applications to plan, design, implement,
and evaluate marketing campaigns to influence voluntary behavior change of target audiences to
promote positive change (Andreasen, 1995). It includes social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram) and other marketing channels such as television, radio, and billboards. Andreasen
(2002) listed six benchmark criteria for increasing healthy eating using social marketing. They
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were: (a) having a behavioral objective to evaluate, (b) choosing a specific group of people as a
target audience, (c) formative research with the target audience, (d) offering the exchange of
short- or long-term benefits for the target audience, (e) using multiple marketing channels to
deliver campaign messages, and (f) knowing direct or in-direct campaign competition, such as
those with competing or contradictory messages.
Over the past several decades, multiple studies using social marketing have been conducted to
improve nutrition. In a literature review of 34 studies conducted between 2000-2012 aimed at
using social marketing to improve healthy eating, Carins and Rundle-Thiele (2014) compared
studies that used Andreasen’s 2002 criteria to those who did not. They found that 16 out of the
34 studies following a majority of Andreasen’s social marketing benchmark criteria were more
effective in improving dietary behaviors than studies that only focused on just social media or
advertising. Among these 16 studies, 14 resulted in positive dietary change. Two studies that
used all six of the benchmark criteria that had significant changes in increasing fruit and
vegetable intake among adults included the Eat Smart Move More campaign (Neiger et al., 2001)
and the Energize Your Life! campaign (Shive & Morris, 2006). Two other studies that only used
three benchmark criteria, Healthy Hawaii (Maddock et al., 2006) and Go for 2 & 5 (Pollard et al.,
2009), had mixed results.
In a more recent social marketing campaign, a non-profit in New York City implemented a sixweek campaign to raise awareness about obesity and increase involvement in type-2 diabetes
prevention, nutrition, and fitness programs offered at their organization (George et al., 2016). To
implement the campaign, 100 advertisements encouraging healthier eating habits were placed on
bus stop shelters, buses, subway cars, social media, websites, and print materials. Using social
media metrics, there were more than 11,000 visits to the organization’s Facebook page.
Additionally, using an 18-month follow-up street intercept survey (N = 171), 41% of respondents
saw the print materials. Of those respondents, approximately 45% correctly identified the
campaign’s social marketing image and message, 31% contacted the organization about their
prevention programs, and 13% remembered the tagline. Additionally, 40% of respondents who
reported recognizing the campaign said they ate more fruits and vegetables, less red meat, and
overindulged less.
Other ways to measure the effectiveness of social marketing campaigns include campaign
awareness and changes in knowledge, motivation, and attitudes towards behavior change, and as
listed in the paragraph above, individual dietary change (Carins & Rundle-Thiele, 2014). In
2017, North Carolina State University’s SNAP-Ed program, Steps to Health, implemented a
social marketing campaign called, They Learn from Watching You. The Steps to Health
campaign was implemented through North Carolina State University’s Cooperative Extension
program. This study informed practitioners on how to implement social marketing campaigns
using SNAP-Ed funding as well as how to evaluate them, and their potential reach and impact on
SNAP-eligible populations.
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The primary goal of the campaign reported here was to promote awareness about the importance
of modeling healthy eating behaviors and encourage fruit and vegetable consumption among
low-income female caregivers. Therefore, we evaluated campaign awareness (whether SNAP-Ed
eligible populations saw the campaign) and whether they understood the campaign’s message.
Methods
Formative Evaluation Research
Three staff from Steps to Health, trained in qualitative methods, assessed previously tested core
nutrition messages developed by the USDA that focused on improving fruit and vegetable intake
among low-income caregivers (White et al., 2011). This study’s methods and results are more
fully described elsewhere (United States Department of Agriculture, 2014). We focused on
messages that would resonate with low-income female caregivers with young children (ages 10
years and under). Five USDA nutrition messages were presented to focus group participants,
including (a) They learn from watching you. Eat fruits and veggies and your kids will too, (b)
They take their lead from you. Eat fruits and veggies and your kids will too, (c) Let your kids be
produce pickers. Help them pick fruits and veggies at the store, (d) Want your kids to reach for a
healthy snack? Make sure fruits and veggies are within reach, and (e) When they come home
hungry, have fruits and veggies ready to eat. Additionally, to complement the nutrition education
message, researchers used six images similar to previously tested USDA images and asked
participants to rank them from least to most favorite (see Appendix).
To ensure existing USDA nutrition messages and images would resonate with a North Carolinaspecific audience, the research team conducted both key informant interviews (N = 12) and three
focus groups (N = 12) with low-income female caregivers. Focus group participants were
recruited from churches within a low-income qualifying census tract, elementary schools with at
least 50% of the students receiving free- or reduced-priced meals, Head Start centers, and the
Special Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC)
clinics. Participants were eligible if they were (a) aged 18 years or older, (b) had at least one
child 10 years old or younger, and (c) spoke English. Prior to starting each interview or focus
group, a trained member of the Steps to Health team explained the purpose of the study and how
the information would be used to create a social marketing campaign. Participants were given a
study information sheet and asked to provide verbal consent. All interviews and focus groups
were digitally recorded, and content analysis was used to analyze the qualitative data (Guest et
al., 2002). This study was approved by North Carolina State University’s Institutional Review
Board.
During the interviews and focus groups, the moderator asked participants what they thought
about various social marketing images, such as what they liked, what they did not like, and what
they would change. They were also asked to rank their preference for nutrition education
messages and images. From a sampling of five messages, nearly 50% of participants ranked,
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“They learn from watching you. Eat fruits and veggies, and your kids will too” as their favorite
tagline. Among the images (see Appendix), image #3, a mother and daughter making a salad
together in the kitchen, was the most liked during the interviews and focus groups. However,
suggested changes to the image were that the salad should have more chopped produce, the
kitchen should look more like a low-income mother’s kitchen, and the mother’s shirt should be a
brighter color. These changes were applied when creating the final social marketing ad (see
Figure 1).
Figure 1. “They Learn from Watching You” Social Marketing Campaign Ad

Based on the final social marketing image and nutrition message, Steps to Health created
television and radio public service announcements targeted at low-income female caregivers in
the study specified geographic area. Steps to Health hired an unmarried African American mom
(who was also a locally known radio personality) and her six-year-old son for the television and
radio commercials. During the commercial, she discussed the struggles of managing multiple
priorities while raising a son yet emphasized the importance of modeling healthy dietary
behaviors for her son. Both the television commercial and radio ad ended with the tagline, “They
learn from watching you. Eat fruits and veggies, and your kids will too.” Steps to Health
specifically chose a spokesperson who was relatable to the target audience in the intervention
counties. The spokesperson and her son were representative of the target audience’s
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race/ethnicity based on U.S. census data. Research has shown that using peers for health
promotion messages is particularly effective among racial/ethnic minority populations (Fisher et
al., 2010, 2014).
Intervention
We aimed to satisfy Andreasen’s six benchmark criteria for social marketing (Andreasen, 2002).
However, due to study design limitations, we could not fully evaluate our behavioral change
objective of increasing fruit and vegetable consumption among low-income female caregivers.
Additionally, we could not fully evaluate what direct or indirect campaign competition existed in
our study setting due to limited funds. Therefore, only four of the six benchmark criteria were
met.
The eight-week social marketing campaign ran from July through August 2017. Steps to Health
had a budget of $35,000 for the social marketing campaign and $5,730 for data collection and
evaluation. Because SNAP-Ed funded this study, researchers were not allowed to use incentives
to compensate survey respondents for their time in completing telephone surveys about the social
marketing campaign (USDA, 2017b). The campaign provided messaging about the benefits of
modeling fruit and vegetable intake behaviors for female caregivers of young children. The
campaign was designed to appeal primarily to female caregivers between the ages of 18-34, and
secondarily, to female caregivers age 50 and older, with children ages 10 years and younger in
their care. These women lived in 42 low-income census tracts (defined as having 50% or more of
the population being at or below 185% of the federal poverty level) located within ten counties in
southeastern North Carolina: Carteret, Craven, Duplin, Jones, Lenoir, New Hanover, Onslow,
Pender, Sampson, and Wayne. These are a mix of rural and urban counties. A total of 58,721
households lived in the 42 SNAP-Ed eligible census tracts.
Campaign messaging was presented through various marketing channels, including television,
radio, digital media, billboards, gas pump toppers, posters, and promotional materials.
Geographic and behavioral targeted digital and mobile ads were used to reach the target audience
while they were on their mobile devices, tablets, or computers. Billboards were placed on two
major highways in Wayne and Carteret Counties. Television and radio public service
announcements ran almost daily during the campaign in all ten counties. Gas pump toppers were
placed at four convenience stores in Duplin and Pender counties so individuals could see the
social marketing image and message when they pumped gas, as well as on window clings as they
entered the convenience store. As part of these paid advertisements, various third-party vendors
reported reach and frequency of customers that saw or heard our campaign. North Carolina State
Cooperative Extension employees and Steps to Health staff placed posters in locations such as
WIC offices and regional grocery stores.
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Data Collection
A retrospective survey was created to measure campaign awareness and understanding of the
campaign’s message or tagline. Steps to Health hired the Center for Urban Affairs and
Community Services at North Carolina State University to collect data over the phone via trained
interviewer-administered surveys to eligible survey respondents at the end of the eight-week
social marketing campaign. Survey respondents were eligible to participate if they (a) lived in
one of the 42 low-income census tracts, (b) were female, (c) were aged 18 or older, (d) had at
least one child aged 10 years or younger, and (e) had heard or seen the social marketing
campaign. A landline telephone sample was drawn from phone listings in ten counties, and a cell
phone sample was drawn from numbers linked to these areas purchased from a survey sampling
company (Sampling Survey, 2018). Cell phone numbers were screened to assure that survey
respondents lived in the targeted counties and census tracts. Interviewers made at least three
attempts to contact respondents before they were excluded from the study.
Survey and Measures
Retrospective surveys were conducted between the end of August and September of 2017.
Questions included demographic characteristics such as age, household size, race/ethnicity,
education, monthly household income, marital status, receipt of government assistance (SNAP,
WIC, Medicaid, and Work First), and exposure to the social marketing campaign. To measure
campaign awareness, survey respondents were asked whether they saw the campaign via
television, radio, Facebook, digital ads (such as on their phone, tablet, or computer), billboards,
gas stations, and/or posters. Participants were also asked the open-ended question, “What does
‘They learn from watching you’ mean to you?”
Data Analysis
Media: Television, radio, social media, digital ads, billboards, gas pump toppers, and posters
were measured using reach, frequency, and total impressions. Reach included the number of
unique, unduplicated individuals in the target demographic that saw the social marketing
message via each media channel. Frequency included the number of times each unique
individual saw the same social marketing message. Total impressions was calculated by
multiplying the unique individual reach and frequency. Third-party vendors, including Double
Click, Facebook, Geopath OOH Ratings, National Association of Convenience Stores, Nielson
Company, and Rentrak, use online data to monitor the reach and frequency of the different ads.
Additionally, NC State Extension staff self-reported the use of posters to collect the information
necessary for calculating reach.
Surveys: Retrospective responses, including survey respondents’ demographics and campaign
awareness, were summarized using descriptive statistics with the statistical software program
Stata (StataCorp, 2015).
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Results
Participant Surveys
Eight counties and 42 low-income census tracts were represented in the final sample: Craven,
Duplin, Lenoir, New Hanover, Onslow, Pender, Sampson, and Wayne. A total of 7,802 phone
numbers were retrieving after purchasing the landline and cell phone sample dataset and
contacted (see Table 1). Nearly 60% of respondents were contacted three times (they either did
not answer the phone or a voicemail was left), so they were no longer eligible to participate.
Based on the eligibility criteria that participants live in one of the 42 low-income census tracts in
these counties, were female, aged 18 or older, and had at least one child aged 10 years or
younger, 23.4% (1,823 respondents that were called and picked up the phone) were not eligible
to participate. Additionally, 13.8% (1,073) phone number were out-of-service. Only 2.5% (192)
of respondents agreed to participate in the survey.
Table 1. Summary of Purchased Telephone Numbers (N = 7,802)
Status
Attempts maxed out
Respondent ineligible
Out-of-service number
Respondent Agreed to Participant
Business/Government phone number
Hearing or Language Barrier
Eligible but Declined to Participate
Fax Number
Total

Number
4,582
1,823
1,073
192
51
32
31
18
7,802

Percent
58.7
23.4
13.8
2.5
0.7
0.4
0.4
0.2
100.1

Out of the 192 survey respondents who agreed to participate, a total of 101 (52.6%) remembered
seeing or hearing about the campaign and continued the survey. Seventy survey respondents
agreed to complete the retrospective survey (response rate = 69%). The average age of survey
respondents was 35.4 years (see Table 2). Nearly 70% of survey respondents self-identified as
African American, 14.2% as white, 12.8% as Hispanic/Latino, and 1.4% as multi-racial. While
half of survey respondents had completed at least some college, 54.3% received SNAP, 57.1%
were on Medicaid, and 31.4% on WIC. The average survey respondent lived in households with
four members. Approximately 40% of survey respondents reported their monthly household
income as less than $2,671 per month.
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Table 2. Participant Demographics (N = 70)
Characteristic
Age
Mean (Standard Deviation)
Prefer Not to Answer
Number of People in Household
Mean (Standard Deviation)
Prefer Not to Answer
Highest Level of Education
8th grade or less
Some high school
High school graduate or GED
Some college
College graduate
More than college
Prefer Not to Answer
Marital Status
Married/Living with Partner
Single/Never Been Married
Divorced
Separated
Widowed
Prefer Not to Answer
Monthly Household Income
Less than $1,980
$1,981-$2,670
$2,671-$3,360
$3,361-$4,050
$4,051-$4,740
Greater than $4,741
Prefer Not to Answer
Race/Ethnicity
African American
White/Non-Hispanic
Latino/Hispanic
Multi-Racial
Prefer Not to Answer
Receipt of Government Assistance
SNAP
WIC
Medicaid
TANF
Work First
Prefer Not to Answer
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Number

Percent

35.4 (10.6)
5

7.1

4 (1.3)
2

2.9

3
5
12
35
8
3
4

4.3
7.1
17.1
50.0
11.4
4.3
5.7

29
32
5
2
1
1

41.4
45.7
7.1
2.9
1.4
1.4

13
13
9
1
3
1
20

18.6
18.6
12.8
1.4
4.3
1.4
28.6

46
10
9
1
4

65.7
14.2
12.8
1.4
0.06

38
22
40
1
5
10

54.3
31.4
57.1
1.4
7.1
14.3
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Reach and Impressions
Media
Table 3 summarizes the media reach, frequency, and impressions based on implementing the
social marking campaign in 42 census tracts for two months among 58,721 households. It should
be noted that more than one target individual could have been living in a household. Therefore,
the number of target individuals reached in this campaign is sometimes greater than the number
of total households. Additionally, ineligible individuals living in an eligible household may have
been counted in the reach, frequency, and total impressions. Last, one individual could have seen
the campaign on multiple media channels (television, Facebook, radio, and a digital ad). This is
discussed further in the limitations section. Using information from Double Click, Facebook,
Geopath OOH Ratings, National Association of Convenience Stores, Nielson Company, and
Rentrak, and North Carolina State University Cooperative Extension staff self-report of posters,
it is estimated the campaign reached 902,382 target audience members an average of three times
each, for a total of 2,707,146 impressions. The majority of the target audience was reached using
digital ads via mobile devices, tablets, or computers. According to Facebook analytics,
individuals interacted with the campaign by either sharing, clicking, liking, or commenting on
the ad, and watching the social marketing commercial online through Facebook. Television had
the second highest reach; however, unlike Facebook, the researchers were unable to gauge how
the audience interacted with the commercial (i.e., whether they paid attention or if they just had
the television on in the room). Billboards and posters had the lowest reach and frequency among
all marketing channels.
Table 3. Social Marketing Campaign Media Reach, Frequency, and Total Impressions
Media Channel
Reacha
Frequencyb
Total Impressions
Digital/Mobile
374,706
5
1,873,530
Television
351,842
3
1,055,526
Facebook
75,572
3
226,716
Radio
45,600
3
136,800
Gas Pump Toppers
34,008
3
02,024
Billboardsc
16,214
3
48,642
d
Posters
4,440
1
4,440
Total
902,382
2,707,146
Notes. aReach refers to the number of unique, unduplicated individuals who saw the campaign via each
media channel. bFrequency refers to how often a unique individual saw the campaign. cThe billboards
reach number is for only women age 21-34. dPoster reach and frequency were calculated by counting each
item distributed to an individual as 1, with a frequency of 1.

Surveys
Survey respondents were asked to indicate the venues where they saw or heard the campaign
(see Table 4). The most commonly mentioned source was television, cited by 41 participants
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(58.6%) followed by posters (n = 31; 44.3%), billboards (n = 22; 31.4%), and Facebook (n = 12;
17.1%). Digital ads (n = 11; 15.7%), gas stations (n = 11; 15.7%), and radio (n = 9; 12.8%) were
the least frequently mentioned marketing channels. Respondents (n = 31) reported seeing posters
at grocery stores (n = 22; 71.0%), WIC clinics (n = 4; 12.9%), convenience stores (n = 3; 9.7%),
and farmer’s markets (n = 2; 6.5%).
Table 4. Campaign Awareness: Self-Reported Source of Marketing
Channel (N = 70)
Marketing Channel Source
Number
Percent
Television
41
58.6
Radio
9
12.8
Facebook
12
17.1
Digital Ad
11
15.7
Billboard
22
31.4
Gas Station
11
15.7
a
Poster
31
44.3
Note. aAmong those who saw a poster, locations included a grocery store
(n = 22), WIC clinics (n = 4), Farmer's Markets (n = 2), other convenience
stores (n = 3).

When asked, “What does ‘They learn from watching you’ mean to you?” 66 out of 70 survey
respondents correctly understood the tagline. Among those 66, they expressed an understanding
that modeling healthy behaviors could influence what their children ate. As one survey
respondent stated, “Lead by example, if your kids see you eating healthy, they will do the same.”
Some participants also connected the campaign message to fruit and vegetable intake. For
example, one mother commented, “Your children are more likely to eat foods such as fruits and
veggies if they see you eating them; it works with my kid.” Four survey respondents did not
understand the message of “They learn from watching you. Eat fruits and veggies and your kids
will too.”
Discussion and Conclusions
The social marketing campaign’s short-term goal was to promote awareness about the
importance of modeling healthy eating behaviors among low-income female caregivers.
Unfortunately, because the study design lacked baseline data regarding respondents’ attitudes
towards modeling healthy behaviors before the social marketing campaign launched, we cannot
definitively claim the campaign educated or changed respondents’ attitudes regarding modeling
healthy behaviors. However, based on our study’s results, the social marketing campaign was
effective in creating awareness of campaign messages among those who were surveyed. A total
of 7,802 phone numbers were retrieved after purchasing the telephone phone sample dataset and
contacted, 192 (2.5%) of respondents agreed to participate in the baseline survey, 101 (1.3%)
remembered seeing the social marketing campaign, and 70 (0.9%) agreed to participate in the
follow-up survey.
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We found that among the 70 respondents, more than 50% of the telephone-surveyed low-income
female caregivers recognized the social marketing campaign. Nearly 60% of telephone-surveyed
low-income female caregivers saw the campaign on television, 45% saw it on posters, and 34%
saw it on billboards.
One interesting result from this study is comparing the findings from the self-report survey to the
digital analytics for the various media channels. While respondents who completed the
telephone-survey reported that television was the primary source for seeing the campaign, based
on digital analytics, the target audience was reached primarily using digital ads via mobile
devices, tablets, or computers. For other SNAP-Ed programs considering where to invest funding
in their social marketing efforts, television was the most expensive portion of this campaign,
whereas digital ads were the least expensive.
Reger et al. (2008) found that social marketing campaigns are most effective at behavior change
the longer they run and if they are placed in a location that reinforces the tagline or message. For
example, our social marketing campaign could have been more strategically located at retail food
outlets. Therefore, customers shopping in these stores could have seen the message, “They learn
from watching you. Eat fruits and veggies and your kids will too” while also being in a place
where they could act on the message (i.e., purchase fruits and vegetables at the store). Future
social marketing studies should ensure that if there is a behavioral prompt, individuals can
quickly act on the prompt.
One challenge to evaluating the effectiveness of the They Learn from Watching You campaign is
that the SNAP-Ed Guidance prohibits the ability to incentivize participants in completing
surveys that are not related to direct education (USDA, 2017b). Several studies have shown the
importance of offering incentives, either monetary or nonmonetary, to increase the response rate.
Studies that offered some type of incentive had a higher response rate than studies that did not
offer any incentive (Church, 1993; Mercer et al., 2015; Pedersen & Nielsen, 2016; Van Hoewyk
et al., 1999). Church et al. (1993) found that monetary incentives averaging between $1 and $2
yielded an increase in survey response rates of 19.1%, a 65% increase. A small investment with
SNAP-Ed funding could yield high returns and potentially allow for better programs designed
for the target audience. Because researchers could not compensate individuals for their time to
take our survey, this may have contributed to the low response rate.
Other SNAP-Ed social marketing campaigns have used separate grants or funding to help
increase their sample size. One example of a SNAP-Ed social marketing initiative effective at
increasing fruit and vegetable consumption among low-income families was Oregon State
University Extension Service’s Food Hero campaign (Tobey et al., 2016). This campaign was
delivered via multiple channels, including online, billboards, and grocery store cart ads. The
campaign was tested in intervention and control counties. Between August and October 2009,
results showed in counties that had the Food Hero campaign, participants had better name recall
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compared to control counties (12% versus 3%) and better interpretation of intended messages
(60% versus 23%). Additionally, participants in the intervention counties were more likely to
report that healthy food preparation was less time consuming, and it was easier to get their
family to eat fruit.
Another SNAP-Ed study that used supplemental funds tested the impact of a grocery-based point
of access intervention, in combination with billboards, on fruit and vegetable intake (Scott et al.,
2014). This social marketing campaign used in-store promotional activities (i.e., taste tests) and
banners in nine grocery stores featuring the same message and image posted on billboards. Out
of 628 surveys with shoppers, 27% bought vegetables that they had not intended to purchase due
to the campaign and 50% remembered the food demonstrations.
Blistein et al.’s (2016) study, Building and Strengthening Iowa Community Support for Nutrition
and Physical Activity (BASICS), combined direct education with a social marketing campaign.
They included three study groups: (a) BASICS, (b) BASICS plus a social marketing
intervention, and (c) a control group that received neither BASICS nor the social marketing
intervention. They found that among 1,037 respondents (third-grade students across 33
elementary schools and their parents), students in the BASICS plus social marketing intervention
increased their fruit and vegetable consumption and were 1.3 times more likely to consume lowfat or fat-free milk than the two other study groups. This study is an example of how SNAP-Ed
should combine direct education with social marketing to reinforce evidence-based nutrition
messages. Future Steps to Health social marketing campaigns should be linked with direct
education to help reinforce nutrition messages to increase campaign awareness and effectiveness.
Limitations
Several limitations occurred during the social marketing campaign evaluation, including the
eligibility criteria, study design, incentivizing survey participation, and overestimation of
campaign reach. The eligibility criteria for the study significantly increased the number of phone
calls required to complete a survey. Additionally, because this study used both landlines and cell
phones, in some households, cell phones belonged to a male household member, requiring an
additional phone call to the female respondents’ cell phone. Therefore, contacting eligible
respondents that were willing to complete the brief survey was time-consuming. The second
major limitation of the study pertained to the study design. Due to the inability to compensate
low-income individuals for their time, we could not collect a larger sample size of pre and posttest survey data. Studies on retrospective data have suggested that they may be less accurate
when asking participants about a measure after a certain amount of time has passed instead of
asking them about a more recent event. This becomes even more of an issue if the behavior is
seen as unimportant by the respondent (Sudman & Bradburn, 1973). For this reason, the results
of this study should be interpreted carefully. Due to the social marketing campaign’s narrow
geographic scope, this study’s results may not be generalizable to other states. The last limitation
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of this study is the overestimation of reach, frequency, and total impressions. While 58,721
households were targeted via our social marketing media campaign, more than one target
individual could have been living in a household, and ineligible individuals residing in an
eligible household could have been counted in the reach. For example, if a teenager borrowed his
mother’s phone in an eligible household and saw our social marketing campaign, this would be
counted towards the reach. Double Click, Facebook, Geopath OOH Ratings, National
Association of Convenience Stores, Nielson Company, and Rentrak are unable to determine
which individual in a household sees or hears a campaign. Another example of overestimation of
reach is if one individual saw the campaign across multiple media channels (television,
Facebook, radio, and a digital ad) – which would have counted as a total of four reaches, instead
of one.
Implications
Steps to Health “They Learn From Watching You” social marketing campaign found that over
half of respondents recognized the campaign. Among those who recognized the campaign, nearly
60% saw it on television, 45% posters, and 34% billboards. Social marketing has been shown as
a promising strategy to improve the dietary habits of the public, including low-income
populations (Andreasen, 1995; Blitstein et al., 2016; Evans et al., 2010; Gordon et al., 2006;
Havas et al., 1995; Pollard et al., 2008). Social marketing includes planning, designing,
implementing, and evaluating campaigns with the goal of influencing voluntary positive
behavior change among target audiences (Andreasen, 1995). It includes social media and other
marketing channels such as television, radio, billboards, and in-store ads.
Despite the limitations of this study, we found that our social marketing campaign was effective
in creating awareness of a campaign message among those that completed our survey. While the
SNAP-Ed program emphasized using evidence-based interventions and the importance of
evaluation, allowing incentives to compensate low-income individuals for their time in
responding to surveys could increase sample size and allow SNAP-Ed programs to create more
rigorous evaluation protocols. Future SNAP-Ed social marketing campaigns should consider
having longer-term campaigns, as well as placing social marketing ads at locations that prompt
an individual to make a specific behavior change immediately. Additionally, ensuring that social
marketing coupled with direct education is an important component in addressing behavior
change, as positive behavior change requires multi-level interventions.
Future studies should focus on creating and implementing social marketing campaigns for
various racial/ethnic audiences since our research focused predominately on low-income African
Americans. Additionally, it would be helpful to test the campaign more broadly across North
Carolina and various regions in the U.S. This would include conducting formative research (such
as interviews, focus groups, and surveys) to see if any adaptions are necessary to make the
campaign culturally appropriate and relevant for other geographic locations.
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Appendix: Social Marketing Image Survey
Keeping in mind the phrases you ranked as your favorite, please rank the picture you like best
from most favorite (rank = 1) to least favorite (rank = 6).

1. Rank____

2. Rank____

5. Rank_____

3. Rank______

6. Rank______
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Agricultural Employees’ Use of and Preferences for
Educational and Training Opportunities
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Educational and training opportunities provide individuals with many options
when it comes to building their knowledge base. Both formal and informal
educational opportunities are available in many different formats, including faceto-face and online delivery methods. The purpose of this study was to examine the
type of education and training opportunities in which Nebraska agricultural
employees participate and their satisfaction with different delivery formats. The
specific objectives of this study were to determine 1) the type of education or
training programs rural agricultural employees have participated in over the last
two years, and 2) the differences between attitudes toward face-to-face versus
online education and training approaches. In general, results indicated that
agricultural professionals participated in face-to-face training and training
related to their job more often than other types of training. They also tended to be
more satisfied with face-to-face training than online training. As educators
develop programming for agricultural professionals, these findings may be
helpful in designing high impact educational opportunities.
Keywords: education, training, agricultural employees, online education, face-toface education
Introduction
An individual’s level of education often affects the quality of life for the individual and their
family (Greenstone & Looney, 2012). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (Hogan &
Roberts, 2015), as individuals seek and attain further education or advanced degrees, their
earning potential rises. Postsecondary educational opportunities provide learners a foundation
that allows them to attain new skills, increase their knowledge, and increase their quality of life
(Federation of Post-Secondary Educators of BC, 2012). Universities serve as a mechanism to
advance society through the creation and dissemination of new knowledge (Ellis & Goodyear,
2010).
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In today’s postsecondary educational environment, a range of educational opportunities exists
from formal to non-formal. These opportunities are offered by various groups such as public and
private colleges and universities, technical schools, businesses, commodity groups, and the
Cooperative Extension Service (Extension). However, the best methods or formats for delivering
educational programs are a matter of ongoing debate. Allen and Seaman (2013) described four
delivery methods for postsecondary education: 1) traditional, 2) web-facilitated, 3)
blended/hybrid, and 4) online. Traditional courses provide the learner with face-to-face
instruction, which centers on oral and written information delivery. Web-facilitated courses use
instructional technology and provide a platform in which the instructor may post course
documents for the learners to access. The blended/hybrid method combines face-to-face
meetings with instructional technology that allows for online discussion groups and the means to
post content online. According to Allen and Seaman (2013), the blended/hybrid method often
allows for the reduction of face-to-face class sessions. The online method allows the instructor to
deliver the course in a manner that removes face-to-face meetings from the course and provides
the content online for the students to access. In addition to these traditional methods, some
institutions are offering Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs; Allen & Seaman, 2013).
MOOCs expand traditional distance education models by allowing educators to deliver
instruction through a learning management system to thousands of learners who typically enroll
free of charge (Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013).
Formal education is only one piece of the education system. According to the National Institute
of Food and Agriculture (NIFA), Extension provides non-formal educational opportunities for
rural agricultural employees (NIFA, n.d.). Extension focuses on providing educational
opportunities to agricultural producers based on innovative research (NIFA, n.d.). Education may
be delivered through face-to-face classes, webinars, training programs, publications, newsletters,
online classes, or certificate programs. According to the University of California (UC) San Diego
Extension (2016), Extension certificate programs allow learners to investigate new knowledge,
use real data, enhance their career earning potential, and increase their employability.
Education literature indicates that rural education has historically suffered from injustices and
disadvantages due to unjust educational policy (Abel & Swell, 1999; Azano, 2011; Budge, 2006;
Burton & Johnson, 2010; Jimerson, 2005; Mathis, 2003). Additionally, even though more
education and training programs are available online and broadband internet investment in rural
areas is linked to positive economic outcomes (Stenberg, 2010), there are still significant
differences in access to high-speed and broadband internet in rural areas of the U.S. (Federal
Communications Commission, 2018).
Given the unique needs of training agricultural professionals in rural areas and the continued
growth of options for accessing education and training, the purpose of this study was to examine
the type of education and training opportunities in which Nebraska agricultural employees
participate and their satisfaction with different delivery formats.
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Theoretical Framework
Since this study focused on the perceptions of education and training by individuals from rural
counties employed in the agricultural sector, the theory of achievement motivation served as the
framework. Murray first described achievement motivation in 1938 (Brunstein & Heckhausen,
2008) as an effort “to master, manipulate or organize physical objects, human beings, or ideas.
To do this as rapidly and as independently as possible. To overcome obstacles and attain a high
standard. To excel one’s self. To rival and surpass others” (Murray, 1938, p. 164).
Quaglia and Cobb (1996) later defined achievement motivation “as the conscious or unconscious
drive to do well in an achievement-oriented activity” (p. 129). According to Quaglia and Cobb
(1996), achievement motivation influences the choices an individual makes. However,
achievement motivation does not always predict an individual’s life choices, educational choices,
or career choices. Quaglia and Cobb (1996) posit that individuals will limit or maximize their
successes based on the group with which they associate.
More specifically, the expectancy-value theory framed this study (Atkinson, 1957; Vroom,
1964). According to Schunk (2004), the expectancy-value theory allows for individuals to
evaluate how much they value a specific outcome, and this value determines their behavior and
contributes to how much effort is put into obtaining a particular outcome. Individuals typically
seek realistic outcomes and do not invest energy in unattainable goals (Schunk, 2004). The
model for this study is from Bauer and Erdogan (2012) and is based on Vroom’s (1964) and
Porter and Lawler (1968; see Figure 1).
Figure 1. Summary of Expectancy Theory (Bauer & Erdogan, 2012, Expectancy Theory,
para. 1; Based on Porter & Lawler, 1968, and Vroom, 1964)

Operationalized to this study, expectancy is an individual’s belief about the likelihood that effort
will lead to learning outcomes related to education or training. The higher the belief that effort
will lead to success, the higher the expectancy. Instrumentality is a belief that outcomes are
positively associated with completing educational or training programs. An example of high
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instrumentality would be a person believing that completing a specific certification will lead to
earning a specific job. Rewards refer to the belief that the outcomes are valuable. Elaborating on
the previous example, a specific job may only be valuable if it pays more or is intrinsically
rewarding. Thus, valence refers specifically to the value placed on the outcome associated with
the training or educational program. Holding everything else constant, a person is more likely to
engage in a specific behavior if any of the three elements of the theory, expectancy,
instrumentality, or valence, is increased. Motivation to engage in a specific behavior is enhanced
by increasing expectancy, instrumentality, or valence.
Purpose and Objectives
According to the 2015 Nebraska Rural Poll, 65% of the rural respondents (n = 1,294) reported
that obtaining a college degree is a critical component of having a successful life. Results also
showed that over half of the respondents reported that the increased number of people earning
college degrees is a key component of improving the economy (Nebraska Rural Poll, 2015). To
help ensure the success and future development of rural communities in Nebraska, it is critical to
understand the rural population’s view of postsecondary education and residents’ educational
needs moving forward. Because the agricultural industry in Nebraska in 2014 had $24 billion in
cash receipts and ranked within the top 10 of the agricultural producing states in the U.S. (United
States Department of Agriculture – Economic Research Service, 2020), it was critical to
understand how employees in the agricultural sector perceived education and training
opportunities. According to a USDA report (Goecker et al., 2010), the agricultural industry will
have approximately 54,000 job openings annually for individuals who hold a minimum of a
baccalaureate degree in the areas of food, renewable energy, and the environment. Considering
the amount of agricultural-related employment that requires postsecondary education,
understanding how Nebraska employees in the agricultural industry perceived education and
training opportunities would help agricultural education professionals design and implement
educational programming that will be used to ensure agricultural jobs do not go vacant.
The purpose of this study was to examine the type of education and training opportunities in
which Nebraska agricultural employees participated and their satisfaction with different delivery
formats. The objectives of this study were
1) To determine the type of education or training programming in which rural
agricultural employees participated across a span of two years, and
2) To determine the differences between preferences toward face-to-face versus online
education and training approaches.
Methods
This study used secondary data that were originally collected for the 2015 Nebraska rural poll.
The Nebraska rural poll questionnaire was mailed to 6,228 households in Nebraska, which were
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randomly selected and represented a sampling of nonmetropolitan households in Nebraska (Vogt
et al., 2015). Responses were received from 1,991 households, for a 32% response rate (Vogt et
al., 2015). Out of the 1,991 households that completed the poll, 189 households/participants selfidentified as being employed within the agricultural industry. Data from the 189 self-identified
agricultural employees from the Nebraska Rural Poll (Vogt et al., 2015) were used for this study.
The Nebraska rural poll is a collaborative effort developed and administered by the University of
Nebraska – Lincoln Agricultural Economics department, the Rural Futures Institute, and
Nebraska Extension (Vogt et al., 2015). The rural poll is a 14-page questionnaire with items
related to well-being, community, climate and energy, community involvement, and education.
Three subsets of items were used for this study: 1) demographic questions, 2) questions related to
participation in training and education, and 3) four statements focused on satisfaction with
training and education. The satisfaction with training and education response options ranged
from very dissatisfied to very satisfied; a response of does not apply was also available.
The total design method (Dillman, 1978) guided data collection:
1) A pre-notification letter was sent to participants, informing them of the research and
questionnaire.
2) Seven days later, a questionnaire was mailed to each participant, and a cover letter
signed by the project director accompanied the survey.
3) Seven days after the questionnaire and letter were mailed, a follow-up postcard was
sent to each participant as a reminder.
4) If the questionnaire was not received approximately 14 days after the original
mailing, a replacement questionnaire was sent to the participant.
Data used in this study were from the community and education sections of the survey (Vogt et
al., 2015). Of the total responses received, only individuals who indicated that agriculture best
described their primary occupation were included. SPSS was used to analyze the data.
Descriptive statistics were used to describe demographic information, participation in education
and training opportunities, and level of satisfaction with education and training opportunities.
Several limitations of this research should be noted. First, the survey used in this project was an
opinion survey. The link between perceptions and actual behaviors was not verified. However, to
decrease the challenges associated with remembering past events over a long period, respondents
were asked about their educational activities from 2013-2015. Additionally, participants selfidentified as being employed within the agricultural industry, which may lead to inaccuracy in
the self-identification. This study is not generalizable to the entire population. The mean age of
the population in this survey was 47.79. As has been the case with the Nebraska Rural poll,
collecting information from younger adults is more challenging due to the increased likelihood
that younger adults are more transitory by nature. Thus, generalizing these results to young
adults should be done with caution.
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Findings
Demographic information provided by the participants indicated 139 were male (73.6%), 47
were female (25.0%), and 3 participants did not respond. The minimum and maximum ages of
respondents were 23 and 87, respectively, with a mean of 47.8 (SD = 16.1). One respondent
indicated Spanish/Hispanic/Latino best described his/her ethnicity. Additionally, for race, one
respondent chose American Indian or Alaska, one respondent marked other, three respondents
did not choose a response, and 185 respondents (97.6%) indicated White best described their
race. Additionally, Table 1 provides the breakdown of education levels across respondents.
Table 1. Education Levels of Respondents (n = 189)
Education

n
1
3
43
31
45
52
11
3

th

Less than 9
9th grade to 12th grade (no diploma)
High school diploma
Some college, no degree
Associate degree
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate or professional degree
Missing

%
0.5
1.6
23.1
16.7
24.2
28.0
5.9
1.6

Of the respondents, 94 (49.7%) indicated they had participated in some type of formal education
course, workshop, webinar, or other training in the past two years. The types of training in which
they participated are provided in Table 2. For all categories of education and training, the faceto-face delivery format was attended most often. For both face-to-face and online education,
seminars, workshops, or webinars “for my job” was the most common type of training attended.
Table 2. Types of Education or Training (n = 189)
Type of Training
Courses to complete or count toward an
associate degree (2-year degree)
Course to complete or count toward a bachelor’s
degree (4-year degree)
Courses to complete or count toward a masters
or other advanced degree
Courses to complete or count toward a
certification program
Courses for continuing education units
Seminars, workshops, or webinars for my job
Non-credit courses for my own general interest
Seminars, workshops, or webinars for my own
general interest
Other
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Face-to-Face
f
%

Online
f

%

16

8.5

2

1.1

11

5.8

2

1.1

5

2.6

2

1.1

44

23.3

18

9.5

29
68
28

15.3
36.0
14.8

21
27
6

11.1
14.3
3.2

35

18.5

13

6.9

6

3.2

0

0.0
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The frequency of participant satisfaction responses with different types of training is displayed in
Table 3. Only responses from participants who indicated engaging in specific education or
training delivery methods were included. Across all four types of training, more participants
indicated being satisfied or very satisfied than being very dissatisfied or dissatisfied. A majority
of respondents found two types of training generally satisfying a) traditional in-person credit
courses and b) in-person seminars or workshops. Respondents generally had no opinion of online
credit courses, and 50% found online webinars or workshops satisfying.
Table 3. Satisfaction with Types of Training
Type of
Training
Online credit
courses
Online
webinars or
workshops
Traditional inperson credit
courses
In-person
seminars or
workshops

N

Very
Dissatisfied
f
%

Dissatisfied
f
%

No Opinion
f
%

Satisfied
f
%

Very
Satisfied
f
%

52

3

5.8

10

19.2

21

40.4

13

25.0

5

9.6

58

0

0.0

10

17.2

19

32.8

21

36.2

8

13.8

54

0

0.0

3

5.6

14

25.9

28

51.9

9

16.7

84

0

0.0

3

3.6

10

11.9

52

61.9

19

22.6

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Implications
Based on the demographic information collected in the rural poll, 96.4% of the respondents had
achieved at least a high school diploma. This suggests that when trainers and educators are
planning to deliver programs, they would be safe to assume that nearly all the participants have
at least a high school diploma, providing a baseline for necessary skills relevant for agricultural
education programs (e.g., reading, math, and science).
The results from Table 2 suggest agricultural professionals attend more face-to-face training than
online training, regardless of the specific context. This study’s scope prevented us from
understanding why face-to-face training was more often attended, and the results pose several
questions: Is there an issue with high-speed internet access that prevents rural agricultural
professionals from attending online training? Are agricultural education and training
professionals developing adequate online training options? Is there a social aspect of face-to-face
programs that motivates agricultural professionals to attend face-to-face training? Other
explanations for these results likely exist, and future research could explore why agricultural
professionals attend more face-to-face training than online training, even though it could be
expected that the burden for travel would be significant for rural agricultural professionals.
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The most often attended types of training were “seminars, workshops, or webinars for my job”
for both face-to-face (36% of respondents) and online (14.3% of respondents) formats. This
result is not surprising given the pace with which information is generated and technology is
being developed, and the need that may exist for ongoing development opportunities in the
workplace. However, it appears that participants were more likely to attend face-to-face
programs that resulted in some kind of certification, then attend training that resulted in a degree
(associates, bachelors, or graduate/advanced) or continuing education credits.
Certifications may lend themselves to agricultural professionals because they allow learners to
investigate new knowledge, enhance their career earning potential, and increase their
employability (UC San Diego Extension, 2016). Therefore, educators and trainers are advised to
use a certification format for delivering programs because they tend to be the most common type
of training attended by agricultural professionals.
Generally, respondents tended to participate in and are more satisfied with face-to-face over
online education and training offerings (see Table 2 and Table 3). While there is pressure to
deliver instruction online (National Research Council, 2009), agricultural workers are still
interested in and satisfied with face-to-face, real-time education and training programs.
Therefore, we recommend education and training providers continue to offer face-to-face and
online opportunities to provide flexible learner-centered experiences. Future research should
seek to determine why agricultural employees participate more frequently in face-to-face
education and are more satisfied with face-to-face than online offerings. This information would
help providers in choosing and improving delivery formats. Education and training providers
could then use characteristics of what participants prefer about face-to-face training to design
and improve online training.
Understanding the degree to which agricultural professionals are satisfied with different types of
training could be used to inform training and education developers on what type of methods to
use in the programs they develop. If we consider the expectancy-value theory (Atkinson, 1957;
Vroom, 1964), agricultural professionals who want education or training will participate in
activities they value, and satisfaction is likely an indicator that could predict future behavior. For
example, if an agricultural professional wanted to develop a certain skill, and different options
exist for how to receive training to develop the skill, according to expectancy-value theory, this
professional would be more likely to choose a training method with which they expect to be
successful. Past satisfaction with specific program delivery formats could be an important
predictor for choices of delivery formats in the future.
From 2010-2012, 20% of rural (nonmetropolitan) counties in the U.S were considered farming
dependent (Parker, 2015). This statistic provides further evidence of the economic dependence
many rural counties have on farming and agriculture. How professionals participate, engage, and
perceive training and educational opportunities is one component of ensuring the sustainability
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and growth of the agricultural industry. In general, this study’s results indicate that agricultural
professionals participate in face-to-face training and training related to their job more often than
other types of training. Agricultural professionals also tend to be more satisfied with training that
is offered face-to-face. Furthermore, agricultural professionals agree that job seekers require an
associate’s or bachelor’s degree to compete in the workforce. As educators develop
programming for agricultural professionals, these preferences may be helpful in designing high
impact educational opportunities.
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The need for physical activity promotion is ubiquitous, and offering physical
activity interventions in community settings may reach people where they live,
work, and play. Reaching people and providing evidence-based programming is
exactly what the Cooperative Extension System has accomplished over the last
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Introduction
Everett Rogers’ diffusion of innovation (DOI) theory (Rogers, 1962) is the foundation of many
dissemination and implementation theories, models, and frameworks (Estabrooks et al., 2018;
Tabak et al., 2012). It was developed to characterize the spread of information and knowledge
through social systems, and much of the early work was conducted within the National
Cooperative Extension System (herein: Extension).
Extension is associated with land grant universities in every state and territory in the U.S. (Franz
& Townson, 2008). This system’s infrastructure employs university-based specialists who work
with county-based field professionals (herein: agents), staff, or volunteers who, in turn, provide
services to communities (Franz & Townson, 2008). The Extension model has the potential to
facilitate broad reach into populations that may benefit most from the application of evidencebased interventions, has credibility within the community, and aligns evidence-based services
with community needs (Balis, Strayer, et al., 2019; Dunifon et al., 2004; Fetsch et al., 2012;
Wilson et al., 2018). Many successes of this model have been noted over the last 100 years (Blair
et al., 2013; Block et al., 2004; Bull et al., 2004; Buscemi et al., 2014; Cases et al., 2016; Dunn et
al., 2006; Dwyer et al., 2017; Estabrooks et al., 2008; Folta et al., 2015; Freedman et al., 2014;
Janicke et al., 2013; Kaiser et al., 2015; Kaufman et al., 2017; MacKenzie Whetstone et al.,
2011; McNamara & Gunter, 2012; Phillips et al., 2013; Reed et al., 2016). Much of this success
has been noted in agriculture (which is unsurprising as Extension is funded through the United
States Department of Agriculture [USDA]), but new attention has been paid to the health
promotion initiatives within the system (Balis & Harden, 2019; Ball et al., 2013; Dzewaltowski
et al., 2004; Harden et al., 2018; Manore et al., 2017; Peña-Purcell et al., 2012).
This attention is, in part, due to the release of the Extension National Framework for Health and
Wellness in 2014, which stated that “the same system of Extension can do for the nation’s health
what it did for American agriculture” (Braun et al., 2014), including ‘physical activity’ as part of
the NIFA strategic plan for the first time (Farm Service Agency, 2014). This has provided
opportunities for specialists to foster partnerships with healthcare, other public health entities, or
academic researchers to promote physical activity (Braun et al., 2014; Harden et al., 2018).
As with most new initiatives, physical activity has been a less prominent focus within the system
(Braun et al., 2014; Harden et al., 2016, 2018). In this report, we provide our perspectives of
working within the system; specific state-based successes and challenges encountered when
applying the current Extension model to physical activity promotion; and suggestions for
improved dissemination within the system that was the birthplace of DOI. While our shared
experiences are not comprehensive of all physical activity promotion in Extension, we
strategically teamed together to ensure that these examples span the nation and over 20 years of
work as physical activity scholarly practitioners.
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Synopsis of Current Approach to Physical Activity Promotion:
Examples of Strengths and Successes
There are antecedents and facilitators for successful physical activity promotion at the national,
state, multi-county, and county levels within Extension (see Figure 1 for examples) and many
cases where Extension professionals have leveraged their expertise and relationships to achieve
statewide success.
Figure 1. Multi-level Physical Activity Promotion Strategies for
the Cooperative Extension System

As the first example, two decades ago, Kansas State University was one of the first institutions in
the U.S. to link scholars in physical activity and public health with appointments in the
Extension system. The Kansas State Agricultural Experiment Station and Cooperative Extension
System (K-State Research and Extension) established an integrated research-practice
Community Health Institute (CHI). The CHI facilitated system-level changes within the K-State
Research and Extension System to promote physical activity, including selecting physical
activity (and nutrition) as primary research and practice outcomes, hiring the first state-level
specialists in physical activity in the U.S. (housed in the Kinesiology department), establishing
the first undergraduate emphasis in public health physical activity and a Master of Public Health
with emphases in physical activity and nutrition, and impacting the education of several county
Extension agents (Dzewaltowski et al., 2015). In addition, the CHI implemented several
successful research and practice projects, including (a) the CHI Healthy Places Framework,
which included several projects, such as an NIH funded Healthy Youth Places middle school
randomized trial evaluating local adult and youth leaders’ use of evidence-based implementation
strategies to promote healthy behaviors in school (Dzewaltowski, Estabrooks, & Johnston, 2002;
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Dzewaltowski et al., 2009; Dzewaltowski, Estabrooks, Gyurcsik, et al., 2002); (b) the Healthy
Opportunities for Nutrition and Physical Activity (HOP’N) After School Project, which was a
USDA-funded integrated Extension project and school randomized trial that implemented a
multi-level obesity prevention intervention (Dzewaltowski et al., 2010); and (c) Walk Kansas, a
Kansas Social and Rehabilitative Services-funded statewide walking and fruit-vegetable
consumption program, demonstrating positive effects on physical activity and fruit and vegetable
consumption as well as strong reach, adoption, implementation, and both individual- and systemlevel maintenance (Burke et al., 2010; Doerksen & Estabrooks, 2007; Downey et al., 2012;
Estabrooks et al., 2004, 2008; Shapcott et al., 2006; Wages et al., 2010).
More recently, USDA and Iowa State University Extension supported an obesity prevention
dissemination initiative and a series of research studies on implementing evidence-based
practices in schools. Iowa School Wellness Integration Targeting Child Health (SWITCH) was
implemented based on the robust Healthy Youth Places framework, designed to increase the
capacity of school leaders to lead school wellness programming (Chen et al., 2018; Welk et al.,
2015).
By way of another state-based example, Oregon State University (OSU) Extension professionals
partnered with Oregon’s Department of Education (ODE) to address a gap in available resources
enabling elementary schools to meet new statewide policies related to physical education (P.E.).
In July 2017, the Oregon legislature passed Senate Bill 4, requiring 150 minutes per week of P.E.
for every public elementary school student (S. 4-A, 2017). As of June 2018, approximately 10%
of Oregon’s public elementary schools were delivering the required minutes.
Schools reported barriers that included lack of resourcing to hire P.E. specialists and insufficient
P.E. facilities to support more P.E. class time (Oregon Department of Education, 2017). The
legislation was amended to address these barriers, allowing licensed classroom teachers to
provide the required minutes under certain conditions, including using curricula aligned to state
P.E. standards. However, no standards-aligned curricula met the unique needs of classroom
teachers. Working collaboratively, ODE and OSU Extension adapted an evidence-informed
classroom-based physical activity curriculum (B.E. Physically Active 2-Day; BEPA 2.0) to align
with national and state P.E. standards (Gunter et al., 2017).
County-based Extension agents were trained annually to train local school district personnel to
implement BEPA 2.0, which has become a relied upon strategy to help schools meet new
statewide P.E. requirements (Taylor & Gunter, 2019). This train-the-trainer model has to date
resulted in more than 50,000 children exposed to school-based physical activity opportunities,
and data support that Extension trainers are as effective at translating knowledge and promoting
self-efficacy among trained teachers (Taylor & Gunter, 2019).
South Dakota State University (SDSU) Extension professionals have also matched strategies
across the levels suggested in Figure 1. For example, SDSU received the Centers for Disease
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Control and Prevention CDC-RFA-DP14-1416 High Obesity funding from 2014-2018
(Promoting Healthy Living in South Dakota, n.d.). State budgeting and size of the system (e.g.,
low population) have limited the number of county-based agents across the state; therefore, one
of the goals of the CDC-funded project was to build wellness coalitions to lead nutrition and
physical activity changes at the community level, with physical activity interventions listed as
one of the main performance evaluation criteria. The state-designated physical activity experts
within SDSU Extension provided oversight and assistance for any staff working in a community
to implement and promote physical activity interventions.
In addition, SDSU has fostered a partnership with the Department of Health to implement
physical activity interventions, including a Park Prescription project where healthcare providers
prescribe exercise and patients can use that prescription for entrance into any South Dakota State
Park (Park Rx, n.d.); a worksite level Steps to Wellness project, which is based on the CDC’s
toolkit for worksite wellness focusing on environmental change and policy implementation (e.g.,
signage for indoor and outdoor walking paths, bike racks, and provision of time for physical
activity breaks) (South Dakota’s Steps to Wellness Program, n.d.); and the Arthritis Foundation’s
Walk With Ease program, which includes educational discussion, warm up, walking, and a cool
down to build confidence in walking as exercise, and was adopted statewide through training
community-level leaders (Callahan et al., 2011).
Michigan State University Extension (MSUE), housed within the College of Agricultural and
Natural Resources, strategically placed an exercise science educator as a primary lead for
education initiatives that focused on physical activity within the Health & Nutrition Institute
(HNI). HNI is one of four internally structured institutes housed within Michigan State
University Extension based on four focus areas: leveraging natural and human assets, enhancing
agriculture and agribusiness, improving health and nutrition for Michigan residents, and
preparing Michigan’s children and youth for the future. HNI has four programmatic focus areas:
fighting obesity and improving nutrition in Michigan, improving relationships and reducing
stress and anger, preventing foodborne illness and ensuring a safer food supply, and taking an
active role in managing chronic health conditions.
HNI aims to provide evidence-based disease prevention and management programs to promote
healthy lifestyles and empower Michigan residents to take control of their health. Within HNI,
older adult fall risk reduction was identified as a priority area (Bergen et al., 2016; Michigan
Department of Health and Human Services, n.d.). To address this need, MSUE offers two
evidence-based falls prevention courses: Matter of Balance (MOB; Haynes et al., 2014) and Tai
Chi for Arthritis and Falls Prevention (TCA; Uhlig et al., 2010), both funded through local
support and departments of health and human services. In 2018, participants in MOB (N = 101)
and TCA (N = 176) reported positive outcomes captured in the state’s Impact Report. Significant
improvements included confidence in avoiding future falls; improved muscle function in lower
limbs; increased confidence in walking; and reduced stress, pain, and falls.
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MSUE’s Falls Prevention Program facilitated collaboration with a multitude of stakeholders
from medical students and residents (as early adopters for referrals into falls prevention
programming) to physicians and clinical care management teams at health plans to health
practices and providers (to explore avenues to provide long-term sustainability for evidencebased falls prevention courses). The MSUE’s Falls Prevention Program (efforts supporting both
MOB and TCA) was federally funded through the Public Health Fund Department of Health and
Human Services Administration for Community Living to develop and enhance integrated,
sustainable systems for delivering evidence-based falls prevention programs. The falls
prevention initiative showcased examples on each level iterated in Figure 1 and can potentially
lead to policy change in referral and clinical care management.
In addition to these state-specific successes, the federally funded Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program-Education (SNAP-Ed) is implemented by Extension across the nation.
Based on the addition of physical activity to the updated 2014 Farm Bill, physical activity
promotion became a necessity for all SNAP-Ed funded nutrition programs. One way to support
physical activity promotion is to integrate physical activity behaviors or messaging within
existing nutrition programs (Palmer-Keenan & Corda, 2014; Peña-Purcell et al., 2012). However,
fidelity to the physical activity component is not always achieved. That is, much Extension work
remains focused on nutrition behaviors, with physical activity as a complement or supplement to
the work. Therefore, at times, dieticians and nutrition experts develop and integrate physical
activity components to programs without adhering to the evidence-base.
There are opportunities for nutrition experts of Extension to partner with kinesiology experts of
Extension, as has been modeled in the Eating Smart, Being Active (ESBA) SNAP-Ed and
Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP) curricula development and
evaluation (Auld et al., 2015; Besculides et al., 2008). For this program, the principal
investigator of the ESBA collaborated with two physical activity specialists to inform the updates
and had a third exercise scientist review the updates. Key updates included a focus on
experiential learning and mastery experience for the participants, as well as the inclusion of
aerobic and strengthening exercises in alignment with the physical activity guidelines (Piercy et
al., 2018). This model of updating the exercise component can be translated to other existing
curricula.
Limitations of the Current Extension Model
These state-based and federal nutrition program successes provide evidence that Extension has
the opportunity to be a sound model for physical activity promotion across the health span.
However, there are several criticisms and challenges of fully integrating physical activity
promotion within Extension. Even in the state-based examples presented here, programs are not
scaled throughout the other states who have made physical activity promotion central to their
Extension mission. This is, in part, due to a lack of infrastructure to support multi-state physical
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activity-specific efforts. These challenges can be summarized in the fact that (a) there is no
branch or entity at the national level who consider physical activity their purview or
responsibility (e.g., no funding announcements or program leader), (b) there are no branded
physical activity Extension programs implemented in every state, which limits recognition for
healthcare providers to refer to Extension programming, and (c) there are no standards for
reporting physical activity outcomes and therefore only limited local program evidence is
available to support that Extension can impact the physical activity behaviors of Americans.
In a recent report, King (2018) noted that if Extension did not step up to address present realities,
when one asks Amazon’s virtual assistant: “Alexa, what’s an Extension agent?,” the response
may become “It appears that an Extension agent is an anachronism—a person who at one point
in history provided personalized information from universities.” To avoid being an anachronism,
we need to change the expectations, roles, and measurable impacts of Extension physical activity
promotion.
If four primary limitations are addressed, the impact of the Extension model on physical activity
could be greatly improved. First, prior to the release of the policy documents related to health,
many statewide Extension specialists were working in silos, particularly in physical activity
(Harden et al., 2016). One reason for the siloed approach was that much of Extension funding
comes from counties and states, which underscores the need for demonstrated county-specific
impacts important to stakeholders (e.g., commissioners or senators/representatives). This reflects
the need for generalizable knowledge and local impacts, appeasing county-specific funders and
advancing empirical inquiry. However, rather than reporting county-specific initiatives and
impacts only, concerted efforts across the nation may improve the Reach of the target audience,
Effect on targeted behavioral outcomes, Adoption within settings and among staff, high-quality
Implementation, and Maintenance of behaviors as well as within the system, as proposed in the
RE-AIM framework (Balis, John, et al., 2019; Glasgow & Estabrooks, 2018; Glasgow et al.,
2020). Professional development on these concepts of internal and external validity may be
necessary to impact agent, specialist, and stakeholder interest in RE-AIM-based outcomes.
Second, much of the success within Extension has been disseminated through standard academic
dissemination practices (Nasca & Philibert, 2009), that is, only learning about an intervention
through peer-reviewed literature or a conference presentation (Cull et al., 2018). The lack of
dissemination is further exacerbated by the fact that much Extension work has been published for
Extension-specific audiences, which (a) keeps the system from being understood by potential
partnering agencies, researchers, and practitioners and (b) has brought into question the degree to
which Extension professionals deliver evidence-based interventions (Perkins et al., 2014).
Third, the complexity of the Extension system also impacts the perceptions of agents within the
system itself. For example, a system-level shift now “allows” Extension to address chronic
disease management and physical activity. Adequate training to address these changing demands

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 3
Physical Activity Promotion in Cooperative Extension

115
111

is needed (Harden et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2016). Communicating these system-level changes
and providing adequate training so that field professionals can address these community needs
also remains a challenge (Balis et al., 2018).
For example, a systematic review of open-access older adult physical activity programs found 17
unique Extension programs delivered across 15 states (Balis, Strayer, et al., 2019). Efforts have
been made to scale-out existing programs from one state to another; however, this remains
challenging due to the lack of a physical activity specialist in each state and state-specific
barriers (e.g., large geographic work areas and lack of funding) (Balis et al., 2018; Balis &
Harden, 2019). This is particularly ironic as Extension is often thought of as a rural-serving
organization, and yet, the most distal places in each state are underserved even by Extension due
to funding constraints and the cost-benefit of programming inputs versus resulting
outcomes/impacts (e.g., a primary focus on reach and not impact) (Balis et al., 2019; Estabrooks
& Gyurcsik, 2003).
For scale-out efforts to be successful, specialists need to work together to disseminate and adapt
effective programs. Spontaneous communication or program uptake is rare, and concerted
communication and information-sharing efforts are needed (Brownson et al., 2018; Harden et al.,
2020). Additionally, system-level shifts within states are needed to prioritize physical activity
promotion and partnership. Indeed, collating successes from states across the nation for this
paper is part of ongoing efforts to be more connected across state lines.
Finally, Extension has yet to identify who is leading the charge for physical activity promotion
specifically. One strength of the Extension model is employing university-based specialists who
serve as knowledge-brokers (Jessani et al., 2016; Klerkx Laurens et al., 2012; Ward et al., 2009)
to provide training, technical assistance, and support for agents. However, in 2015, only 13 state
systems included any physical activity objectives within their state Extension strategic plans
(Harden et al., 2016). This is concerning as strategic planning underscores administrative
support, resources, and protection of time to engage in the multi-level and time-consuming work
that is necessary to achieve a public health shift in physical activity behaviors. This lack of
support is reflected in the fact that we can only identify nine exercise/physical activity specialists
across the nation. This is problematic because very few state physical activity specialists are
doing quite a bit of work that is intended to inform practice; however, dissemination options and
structure for training, technical assistance, and support (from specialists to specialists or
specialists to other agents) remain limited. More specifically, when a state does not employ a
physical activity specialist, the burden to support physical activity efforts is cast upon specialists
with varying expertise (e.g., nutrition, health, etc.) who often do not feel they have the
knowledge, capacity, support, or priority to engage in physical activity-specific work. This lack
of structure to support dissemination among specialists results in huge state-by-state differences
but has also led to duplication of efforts across states, highlighting an opportunity to streamline
delivery at a federal level. Federal support will require systems-level shifts in structure and
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resources (e.g., resources for an innovation broker or a repository of existing interventions
[materials, training, evaluations]).
Many state specialists have tried to avoid working in silos by joining many working groups
whose aim is to impact health. These groups are often focused specifically on nutrition or more
broadly on wellness. Rarely is physical activity a priority outcome. Notably, we do not argue for
a divorce between nutrition and physical activity promotion; however, physical activity in itself
is a viable option for chronic disease prevention and management and several health and
environmental benefits. There is no existing structure to acknowledge, support, and connect
physical activity leaders in Extension across the nation. As one example, the Exercise is
Medicine Community Health subcommittee was originally founded by Extension specialists to
integrate members of the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) and specialists of this
national system. However, after nine years, this committee was dissolved in 2018 and
restructured with some additional foci. This was one meeting where exercise specialists could
exchange ideas and develop action plans for physical activity. Without supported, motivated
recipients at the state and federal level to whom we can disseminate, we retreat to the statefocused model. Notably, while internal support has yet to flourish, individuals from the ACSM
and Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and Prevention are forging partnerships and providing
encouragement and support. Essentially, entities with whom Extension professionals can partner
are enthusiastic about the Extension infrastructure and its potential to reach Americans and
impact health; however, the USDA does not actively support these efforts across the health span.
Notably, the guiding policy has “childhood obesity prevention” language; therefore, more work
has been supported that directly benefits youth, but other physical activity efforts remain
underfunded and undervalued.
Two key releases may increase change and support of physical activity efforts in Extension.
First, the 2018 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans (Piercy et al., 2018) address the
importance of promoting physical activity and includes increased evidence of the benefits of
physical activity on population health. Second, the World Health Organization released the
Global Action Plan on Physical Activity (2018-2030), stating,
Physical activity has multiple health, social and economic benefits and can contribute to
achieving the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Policy action on physical
activity is interconnected with 13 SDG’s…a key feature of this new plan is its call for a
“systems-based” approach where effective implementation will require bold leadership
combined with cross-government and multi-sectoral partnerships at all levels to achieve a
coordinated, whole-of-system response. (World Health Organization, 2018, para. 4)
Taken together, Extension can step into this space for systems-based physical activity promotion
and use similar processes that have been successful with agriculture, youth development, and
childhood obesity prevention.
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Recommendations
The system and its dedicated personnel are available to promote health, but multi-level changes
are needed to make health, evaluation, and dissemination equal priorities. In alignment with
Figure 1, national facilitators, such as funds and role clarity around physical activity promotion,
are needed. First, we argue that the USDA infrastructure should clarify the role of Extension in
physical activity promotion. For example, there are many places where physical activity may fit
within the USDA system (e.g., nutrition and health, family and community health), but not one
USDA branch claims physical activity as a core component to their work. This lack of fit trickles
to the state level where professionals from the Family and Consumer Sciences (FCS) program
area may be promoting physical activity, but the official FCS name may not be reflective of their
scope of work. This reason, in part, has led many states to change the name of their program area
to be more inclusive such as Family and Community Health or Family and Community
Wellness. However, this change has not spread nationally as some state agents specifically
identify with the FCS heritage and background. Yet, many FCS county positions are not being
filled (Memmott, 2019), potentially because not enough trained individuals identify with FCS
rather than public health promotion, health sciences, etc. Clarification on physical activity
promotion, value, and support should be reflected in USDA and Extension policies and funding
announcements. This clarification on roles and value may improve Extension professionals’
capacity to evaluate physical activity promotion efforts. Many states aim for more robust
evaluation metrics (e.g., reporting impacts beyond simply reach as a shared goal) to report
national, collective impacts. That is, the ability to report state and national impacts related to
physical activity requires common measures. Extension professionals need to decide what
measures are most meaningful across all physical activity promotion efforts (e.g., step counts, a
validated survey, knowledge and attitudes).
Second, to promote these policies and achieve work proposed within the funding
announcements, each system needs the capacity to hire more specialists with multiple state
responsibilities—and, specifically, physical activity promotion. These new hires would have
protected time for collaboration among exercise specialists as well as time to provide training,
onboarding, and curriculum sharing (Harden et al., 2020). In recent work to understand
information-sharing practices within Extension, specialists were identified as the key to program
development, adaptation, training, delivery, and evaluation (Strayer et al., 2019). Notably, each
specialist is “specialized,” for example, some have expertise in recreational sports, others in
strength training for older adults, and others still in mind-body practices (Harden et al., 2020).
The thought that any one specialist can have expertise across all populations and health span
needs is an unrealistic expectation and burdensome. Continuously hiring content-area experts,
rather than health promotion experts, may limit the scope of offerings by specialists and, thereby,
restrict expertise within each state. Finally, a recent mixed-methods study found specialists
reported using over 15 different academic journals and many government resources to learn
about interventions that they might adapt or adopt in their respective states (Strayer et al., 2019).
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These government resources were: other state Extension systems, eXtension (a nonprofit
organization to help make Extension work visible), the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, the National Institutes of Health, the United States Department of Agriculture, and
the Federal Trade Commission (Strayer et al., 2019). The lack of a centralized repository of
programs for Extension professionals leads to restrictive offerings, misinformation about
interventions, or developing new interventions that have the same constructs or purpose.
Therefore, specialist resource-sharing is imperative to ensure Extension provides the most
offerings to encompass direct education to policy, systems, and environmental work across the
health span.
Third, agents are overburdened with the breadth and depth of programming for which they are
responsible (Balis et al., 2018; Ensle, 2005; Fetsch & Kennington, 1997; Strayer et al., 2018;
Wang, 2014). Individual agents’ job descriptions indicate that their primary responsibility is not
physical activity promotion, nor should it be, considering the breadth and depth of health
promotion offerings for which Extension is responsible. More specifically, a recent study
reported that Extension agents across the nation target 22 different health-related areas (e.g., food
safety, human development, nutrition) (Strayer et al., 2019). While one agent may not face all 22
areas, the point is that each agent faces unique responsibilities, engages in a variety of
partnerships (e.g., schools, social services, health departments, faith-based organizations), and
has their own expertise. Put simply, an agent’s job responsibilities are diverse and complex,
which sometimes causes agent turnover. Thus, the focus needs to shift further toward policy-,
environmental- and systems-level health promotion strategies. For example, better dissemination
strategies and tools may allow agents to focus on needs instead of trying to become experts on
every health issue that arises across communities in the US (Strayer, 2019). Extension personnel
can instead advocate, educate, and disseminate best practice strategies to create communities,
schools, family home environments, etc. that enable physical activity for the populations exposed
to those environments. This is a cost-effective approach that negates the disciplinary and safety
training required for Extension agents to directly deliver physical activity programming. Lack of
training, competence, and confidence are often-cited barriers to implementing physical activity,
and direct education is a high investment for low-reach and low impact (Gunter et al., 2018;
Peña-Purcell et al., 2012). With a shift toward policy and systems approaches, county
professionals can focus on community needs assessment, coalition building, and facilitating
efforts to create healthier, more equitable communities.
Finally, these examples for policy, system, and environmental work are underscored by the need
to partner within and outside of Extension. That is, professionals within Extension need to
change the old paradigm of competition into collaboration and work with, rather than compete
against local organizations to strengthen shared programming areas and build capacity in areas
unique to each partnering organization. This approach builds capacity to accomplish the large
and multidisciplinary challenges associated with promoting physical activity. This extends to
building and strengthening partnerships with campus-based physical activity experts who are

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Volume 8, Number 3, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 3

119

Physical Activity Promotion in Cooperative Extension

115

often unaware of opportunities and benefits of partnering with Extension to develop, implement,
and evaluate physical activity promotion strategies (Exercise is Medicine, Community Health
Subcommittee, 2016; Harden et al., 2018). Closing this gap in competition and shifting to
resource-, personnel-, and information-sharing can attack the wicked problem of inactivity.
Discussion
As with any national and federally funded system, Extension has strengths, challenges, and
opportunities. Extension professionals strongly desire to remain relevant, show impact, and
achieve public value. Extension professionals and volunteers impact the lives of individuals in
both rural and urban settings in ways that other organizations’ infrastructures cannot, which is
attributed to over a century of work earning trust and demonstrating impacts in communities
across the nation. Rather than seeing Extension as a competitor with other community-based
organizations for resources and access to populations in need, more people need to know that
Extension professionals are a reputable and passionate force to help with health promotion
efforts. Indeed, the system provides a prime employment opportunity for those educated in
leading health fields (from kinesiology and food science to public health). As we try to promote
physical activity in Extension and capture meaningful measurement of those efforts, multi-level
changes are needed to support the work that happens in the real, real-world.
This report shares experiences and data from a number of physical activity experts of Extension;
however, this work is by no means comprehensive of all physical activity promotion efforts in
Extension. The strength of these examples is that they highlight similarities and differences
across the lifespan, geographic regions, and dose of physical activity “intervention.” We used
this report to demonstrate our experiences and craft a call to action within Extension and among
Extension partners so that physical activity efforts can be strategically developed, delivered, and
evaluated.
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The Need to Know Information for CEDs
within the First Month on the Job
Matt Benge
University of Florida
Rochelle Sapp
University of Georgia
County Extension Directors (CEDs) are Extension agents who serve their local
clientele through educational programming, while also serving as liaisons
between their state Extension system and their local government and elected
officials. Responsibilities within this administrative role include handling and
managing personnel issues, fiscal management and oversight, and communicating
and maintaining relationships with elected officials. Researchers asked CEDs in
Florida and Georgia with less than five years of experience the most important
information for a new CED to know within the first month on the job. The
constant comparative method of analysis was used to identify recurring themes
from the open-ended question of an online-administered survey. Six primary
themes emerged: (a) policies, procedures, and MOUs; (b) deadlines and
reporting; (c) human resources, personnel management, and fiduciary
responsibilities; (d) roles and responsibilities; (e) relationships with elected
officials and administrators; and (f) identifying resources. Extension professional
development staff should either create or modify existing training programs to
include the most important information CEDs need to know within the first month
on the job.
Keywords: Extension, County Extension Directors, training, professional
development
Introduction
County Extension Directors (CEDs) are Extension agents who have a split appointment between
their educational programming and serve as the administrative leaders of their respective county
Extension offices. CEDs perform administrative functions such as formulating and evaluating
county Extension programs, coordinating personnel functions, serving as the link between the
county Extension office and Extension administration, communicating and maintaining
relationships with county stakeholders, and providing leadership and mentorship to the Extension
agents in their office (Elizer, 2011; Radhakrishna et al., 1994). CEDs have three primary
responsibilities: (a) to maintain an active role in the delivery of educational programs in
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a specific program area; (b) to provide leadership and coordination for the total county Extension
educational effort; (c) to manage the administrative affairs of the county Extension office, and
(d) to provide leadership and assume responsibility for all aspects of affirmative action programs
(UF/IFAS Extension, n.d.). Unfortunately, the CED role is often impeded by a myriad of issues,
such as the changing landscape of Extension (Sanders, 2014), inadequate support (Campbell et
al., 2004), and little training and development (Sowcik et al., 2018).
Few CEDs have the leadership competencies to be effective in their administrative position
(Sanders, 2014) even though Extension has recognized CED competency development as a
critical priority (Jayaratne et al., 2010). Campbell et al. (2004) supported this notion that CEDs
were ill-prepared, and their administrative roles were often not supported, while Sowcik et al.
(2018) expound there is a gap in the literature surrounding both Extension leadership
development competencies. The Agricultural Education National Research Agenda (Roberts et
al., 2016) emphasized the importance for agricultural educators to “determine the most effective
means for incorporating and assessing soft skills development in both formal and nonformal
settings” (p. 30). Extension program and staff development professionals must continue to
understand and expand the literature surrounding the gaps and training needs of CEDS.
According to Sanders (2014), CED leadership competencies are divided into human skills and
conceptual skills (Figure 1). Human skills have been defined as “the ability to work with people”
(Katz, 1955, p. 36). Sanders characterized human skills as the competencies related to
communication, mentoring and listening, relationships and interpersonal skills, ethics, and
personality (2014). Conceptual skills are defined as the “ability to see the enterprise as a whole;
and includes recognizing how the various functions of the organization depend on one another,
and how changes in any one part affect all the others; and it extends to visualizing the
relationship of the individual business to the industry, the community, and the political, social,
and economic forces as a whole” (Katz, 1955, p. 36). Sanders characterized conceptual skills as
the competencies related to vision, understanding the needs of the community, organizational
management, programmatic efforts, environment and culture, and marketing and public relations
(2014).
CEDs in Florida and Georgia are critical to ensuring the Extension mission is carried out in their
local communities; however, CEDs must also be competent for this to happen. CEDs begin their
job with a myriad of experience and skillsets, which can make it difficult to target specific
competencies and skills needed most early on in a CED’s career. CEDs have historically been
promoted from county agent positions (Elizer 2011; Rudd, 2000), yet there is a trend to hire new
CEDs with no previous Extension work experience (Benge et al., 2020), making it more difficult
to develop sufficient onboarding and training programs. Sanders’ (2014) Leadership
Competencies model provides clarity regarding the total skillsets needed for success but lacks
guidance for when to train and what topics are most important early on in a CED’s career.
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Figure 1. CED Leadership Competencies Model (Sanders, 2014)

Methods
The purpose of the study was to identify the most important knowledge new County Extension
Directors in Florida and Georgia need within the first month on the job. The findings presented
in this article are part of a larger multi-state study with the Universities of Florida and Georgia
that investigated onboarding implications for new County Extension Directors. The term “county
Extension director” (CED) was used in this study to refer to the entire study population, as both
Extension systems use different terminology for their county Extension office leader.
Institutional Review Board (IRB) was obtained prior to conducting this study.
The population of interest for this study was CEDs in Florida and Georgia with five years or less
of experience being a CED. A list of current CEDs with five years or less of CED experience
was obtained from UF/IFAS Extension Business Services Office (N = 24) and UGA Extension
Office of Learning and Organizational Development (N = 62), yielding a total target population
of eighty-six new CEDs. A researcher-developed questionnaire was administered online through
Qualtrics (Qualtrics, 2016). The survey consisted of six questions, with the question pertaining to
this specific study being, in the first month of their job, what is the ‘Need to Know’ information
for a new CED?
The researchers followed Dillman et al.’s (2009) tailored design method for distributing the
survey, as it has been shown to yield high survey response rates and suggests survey procedures
that are scientifically founded. An email with a link to the study’s online questionnaire was sent
to each CED within the study’s target population of new CEDs (N = 86).
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Each a week apart, two follow-up emails were distributed via Qualtrics asking CEDs to complete
the survey. Forty-three responses were completed yielding an overall response rate of 50% (n =
43). Table 1 identifies the characteristics of respondents as appropriate for this study.
Table 1. Characteristics of Respondents

State Extension System (n = 43)
University of Florida
University of Georgia
Total years working in Extension (n = 43)
1-5 years
6-10 years
11-15 years
16-20 years
21 years or more

f

%

17
26

40%
60%

17
7
8
6
5

40%
16%
19%
14%
12%

One of the researchers conducted the initial analysis of the data using the constant comparative
method (Merriam, 1998), which is used to reduce data into identifiable, recurring themes
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Trustworthiness was addressed in three ways: (a) an audit trail was
maintained throughout the data analysis process, and direct quotes were used to create a thick
description of the findings; (b) both researchers collaborated on the final interpretation of the
data in a form of triangulation; and (c) the final interpretation was shared with a CED from each
state as a member check (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Qualitative data can be analyzed and
interpreted with bias by researchers (Shenton, 2004). One of the researchers is an Extension
professional with seven years of experience as an Extension agent and four years of experience
as a state specialist. The second researcher has been an Extension leadership development
specialist for eight years. While both researchers work closely with CEDs in their respective
states and conduct CED professional development and training, neither researcher has held a
CED level Extension position, which allowed the researchers to approach this study more
objectively without the influence of personal experiences in these roles. The conclusions drawn
were based upon the data and observations with no influence of having served in a CED role.
Findings
Six primary themes emerged from the open-ended answers provided by participants. Summaries
of each theme are provided, and responses were coded to ensure confidentiality.
Policies, Procedures, and MOUs
Respondents identified policies and procedures (R6, R12, R16, R 24, R34) as information new
CEDs need to know in their first month on the job. Specific policies and procedures included
information technology (IT) (R1), process for hiring replacement Extension agents (R15),
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process for justifying and creating a new county agent position (R15), and what things need to be
passed on to the [District Extension Director] and beyond (R3). Respondent 19 stated, “There
should be [Standard Operating Procedures] for CEDs,” and Respondent 28 stated, “The
information that can cause legal repercussions is of utmost importance.” Understanding the state
and county hierarchical structures (R1) and how both the county (R11) and state (R9) works
were important information to know. In addition, understanding how to read the county contracts
and Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) is important know (R3, R13), with Respondent 42
stating, “How to read the county contract between Georgia and the local county and how you can
adjust it.”
Deadlines and Reporting
Knowing deadlines (R26), reports (R6, R9, R23), and reporting requirements (R15) are
important for new CEDs to know within their first month. Respondent 44 described a chart of
responsibility would be helpful to know regarding dates and deadlines. A timeline would be
helpful for new CEDs (R3, R8, R29), with Respondent 29 stating, a “timeline of reports due to
the district office and when,” and Respondent 8 stating, “A timeline of when things will be due –
budgets, [Record of accomplishments/plan of work], all the end of year reporting.”
CED Expectations
Human resources and personnel management (R12, R34) was indicated as an important
expectation for new CEDs to know. Understanding faculty and staff expectations (R1) and how
to effectivity manage office staff (R7, R21, R24, R35), disciplinary procedures (R3, R4, R7), and
“the legalities of time off and ‘comp’ time for employees” (R26) were cited as important to
know. Leadership skills such as “how to give timely constructive and positive feedback” (R7),
“office dynamics and working with people in a new capacity” (R40), and knowing good people
skills (R18) were also indicated. The ability to completely understand how to complete the dayto-day personnel management skills were perceived as important, such as approving time (R3,
R9, R13), managing staff schedules (R27), managing program assistants’ time cards, and the
“how-to” for leave requests (R29).
Navigating the financial and budgetary policies and procedures was cited as another important
expectation for new CEDs to know (R19, R37). Respondent 31 stated, “There are many things to
learn as a CED, but the county fund policy would probably be #1.” Understanding QuickBooks
(R19, R22, R27, R33, R38, R41), the county funds policy (R18, R26, R29, R30, R33, R36, R38,
R41), signing checks (R29, R33), reconciliation reports (R22, R33, R43), and the county budget
(R4, R12, R13, R29) were identified as specific skills and procedures needed by new CEDs.
Respondent 42 stated,
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Knowing the difference between the county budget and Georgia QuickBooks and how to
navigate between the two, how the Extension service is financed, who pays for what,
when, and where.
Roles and Responsibilities
CED roles and responsibilities were reported as important to know within the first month (R5,
R16, R27, R40). Respondent 4 explained CEDs need to know what they should and should not
do, and Respondent 42 said, “Duties, responsibilities, and who is in charge.” Respondent 25
stated,
CEDs need to know what we are expected to do before we go to training. While that is a
very vague statement, the idea is that new CEDs need a “To Do List” for the first few
months. Much like all of Extension, CEDs are sort of dropped into the job trying to figure
everything out. Therefore, above all else, there needs to be a comprehensive list of things
that must be done.
Balancing CED responsibilities of being an Extension agent and part-time administrator can be
difficult (R1, R17, R30). Respondent 5 said, “how much time is expected to be spent doing CED
duties and how much to spend on your specialty” is hard to discern. Learning to balance both
university and county responsibilities was reported as important to know for CEDs (R5, R8, R9,
R14). Knowing expectations for the first year is also important (R16); Respondent 40 suggested
an administrator visit with them to go over expectations. Specific responsibilities identified were
the appropriate amount of time to be involved and/or oversee other agents’ programs (R4, R19)
and how to capture urban CED administrative efforts in the annual report (R15).
Relationships with Elected Officials and Administrators
Understanding who the elected officials are and how to communicate with them is important for
new CEDs (R6, R40). Respondent 23 stated, “Your relationship to the county administration is
vital.” Identifying the elected officials and administrators (R36), quickly forming strong
relationships (R33), knowing the best person to contact in the commissioner’s office (R27), and
knowing how to work with county administrators (R29, R30) are important for new CEDs to
know.
Identifying Resources
Identifying resources and the right people were reported as important to know for a CED within
their first month. If you are new to the organization, where the experts are (R8), who you contact
in human resources for what information (R11), how to find things on the website (R36), who to
reach out to for help (R20), and where the evaluation forms are (R16). Having a good mentor
that understands administration (R9) is important to have as well. Respondent 29 stated,
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I did not have my first Georgia training until at least six months after my start date, and
no one came to my office to show me how to set up anything, nor did I get a phone call to
walk me through anything. If I was doing something wrong during that time, it would
have certainly been due to lack of knowledge. I’m one to pick up the phone and call with
questions, but this is an intimidating job at first, and not everyone knows the “who” to
call and feel confident to make those calls. You should never stick a CED in a county to
flail and sink or swim on their own with no direction.
Conclusions and Implications
County Extension directors serve a crucial role as the leaders of the county Extension office, and
CEDs new to the job need important information right from the beginning. Results of this study
indicated specific information CEDs need to know within the first month on the job. The key
themes identified by respondents were (a) policies, procedures, and MOUs, (b) deadlines and
reporting, (c) human resources, personnel management, and fiduciary responsibilities, (d) CED
expectations, (e) relationships with elected officials and administrators, and (f) identifying
resources. Sanders (2014) indicated that both human skills and conceptual skills are important
leadership competencies for CEDs to possess; however, results indicated the majority of
information CEDs needed to know and understand fell under the umbrella of conceptual skills.
Human skills were also important; however, new county Extension directors identified a greater
need in leadership competencies associated with conceptual skills.
Bennis and Nanus (1985) explained that leaders need to understand an organization’s knowledge
to provide vision and lead, and Owen (2004) found that knowing the organization and its
structure is a critical developmental need of new CEDs. All new employees should understand
organizational management skills, such as policies and procedures, managing finances, and dayto-day processes when they begin a job, which was indicated as a critical need, as well as know
where to go to find this information. The partnership between the land-grant university and its
county partners creates an additional need to understand the contract or MOU between entities.
Understanding the county Extension director's roles and responsibilities is a key skill that needs
to be addressed. CEDs have a multitude of various responsibilities (Elizer, 2011; Radhakrishna
et al., 1994), and this study’s participants explained CEDs need to know this information right
from the start. Two specific responsibilities that are vague to new CEDs are how to balance
being an Extension agent and CED and understanding how to manage the conflicting roles
between the CED’s county and university. Sanders (2014) cited both programmatic efforts and
being a liaison between the county and state university as important competencies needed by
CEDs, indicating Extension organizations are not developing this important competency in new
CEDs. The relationship with the county partner and policymakers is an important human skill a
CED needs to possess, such as being able to identify elected officials, forming relationships in
counties where it is acceptable to, and knowing who the point of contact is. Knowing who the
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stakeholders are, forming relationships, and knowing how to get connected to them are important
for Extension agents to be successful in the CED role (Sanders, 2014).
Recommendations
Program and staff development professionals within Florida and Georgia can use this
information to guide onboarding programs for new county Extension directors and leaders within
their organizations. In addition, though this study is focused on Florida and Georgia only, these
findings can be used to either implement or improve onboarding practices in other state
Extension systems. New Extension employees should always have a strong onboarding program,
but CEDs, specifically due to their leadership role within each county, should have increased
attention and focus from administrators and those involved in training and development. State
Extension systems that have an onboarding program or new CED resources should review their
materials to ensure the key human and conceptual skills and competencies identified from this
study are included. Administrators in states without a CED onboarding program should: (a) make
it a priority to establish a training and materials for new CEDs, and (b) reach across state lines to
those who have such programs as a starting point. Some state Extension systems have CED
onboarding programs that might be willing to share information, and the National Association of
Extension Program and Staff Development Professionals (NAEPSDP) can be utilized for states
to connect with other states.
A CED onboarding program can be delivered virtually through technology such as Zoom or inperson. Most important is that topics around (a) policies, procedures, and MOUs, (b) deadlines
and reporting, (c) CED expectations, (d) roles and responsibilities, (e) relationships with elected
officials and administrators, and (f) identifying resources should be included early and often into
the onboarding process. The onboarding process should also include opportunities for new CEDs
to ask questions of their District Extension Directors (DEDs) and more experienced CEDs.
Involving more experienced CEDs into the onboarding process allows new CEDs to ask
questions about those previous experiences and unique situations that may come up in their
county offices and local communities. While there are policies, procedures, and best practices for
CEDs to follow, each county office and its employees are different, which requires the human
skills identified by Sanders (2014) to be developed.
State Extension systems should also establish CED mentoring for new CEDs. CEDs may be new
in their role as a CED, and in some cases, also new to their role as a county Extension agent.
Many Extension organizations provide mentors for programmatic-related support, but not for
leadership and administrative support required of a CED. Similar mentoring models can be
implemented for CEDs with a checklist of suggested topics to cover in meetings between the
mentor and mentee. The DEDs should also provide opportunities for new CEDs to meet with
them on a regular basis. This may include a monthly check-in for all new CEDs for the first six
to 12 months in their role to allow the DEDs to cover specific, current, and relevant information
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as well as provide new CEDs the chance to ask questions. Given the amount of information,
knowledge, and skill level necessary for CEDs to be successful, repetition and opportunities to
further discuss these topics are critical.
The current study focuses on the competencies and skills needed within the first month. Future
research should examine what skills and competencies are needed within the first three years of
being hired as a CED in order to map out a specific training and development schedule for
Extension program and staff development professionals. Because the current study only focused
on two states in the south, more research is needed in other states and regions of the United
States to better understand the holistic needs and gaps in CED knowledge and knowledge
transfer. A qualitative study is recommended to understand how CEDs learn information and
gain the competencies needed to be successful.
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Serving Homebound Seniors: In-Home Senior Farmers’ Market
Nutrition Program Enrollment and Fresh Fruit and Vegetable
Home Delivery for Homebound Seniors in Central New Jersey
Mehreen S. Ismail
Tufts University
Cara L. Cuite
Rutgers University
Low-income, homebound seniors may encounter affordability and accessibilityrelated barriers to consuming enough fresh fruits and vegetables (FV). This
paper describes a two-stage pilot intervention to improve fresh FV affordability
and access for home-delivered meal (HDM) program clients in Central New
Jersey. The first stage of the intervention offered in-home Senior Farmers’
Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP) enrollment assistance to low-income HDM
program clients, with 13 clients successfully enrolling in SFMNP. The second
stage of the intervention offered fresh FV home deliveries to all 64 HDM program
clients at no cost to clients. We sourced fresh FV from a farmers’ market run in
partnership with a Cooperative Extension program affiliated with a large public
research university. We carried out a post-intervention evaluation by conducting
semi-structured interviews with 17 clients. Interviews addressed themes of
farmers’ market access, SFMNP awareness, perceived changes to FV intake, and
home delivery satisfaction. Evaluation results suggest that this short-term pilot
intervention was well-received and effective in reducing barriers to FV access
and affordability for a vulnerable senior population.
Keywords: seniors, homebound, low-income, Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition
Program, farmers’ markets, intervention studies
Introduction
Consuming adequate amounts of fruits and vegetables (FV) may aid in preventing or managing
chronic disease and promoting quality of life (Institute of Medicine, 2012; Van Duyn & Pivonka,
2000), yet certain populations like seniors may face distinctive social, economic, and healthrelated barriers to adequate FV consumption (Nicklett & Kadell, 2013). Although seniors
generally consume more FV, on average, compared to younger adults (Nicklett & Kadell, 2013),
national estimates suggest room for improvement, with 18-32% of adults 65 years and older
consuming FV less than once daily in 2017 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019).
Low-income and functionally impaired seniors who are homebound particularly may experience
Address correspondence to Mehreen S. Ismail at Mehreen.ismail@gmail.com
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challenges in affording and accessing FV (Nicklett & Kadell, 2013), making these subpopulations priority targets for intervention. This paper describes a two-stage pilot intervention
that used university, Cooperative Extension, and community resources to address barriers to
fresh FV consumption for low-income, homebound seniors participating in a home-delivered
meal (HDM) program in Central New Jersey. The intervention’s first stage focused on fresh FV
affordability by offering in-home enrollment assistance for a federal nutrition assistance program
called the Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP), while the second stage focused
on accessibility by providing home-delivered fresh FV.
Literature Review
Affordability and accessibility are distinct dimensions of food access (Caspi et al., 2012), and
issues related to these dimensions can intersect, creating complex barriers to adequate FV intake.
Strategies to promote adequate FV consumption among seniors may target each dimension
separately, or alternatively, may address overlapping affordability and accessibility-related
challenges that low-income, homebound seniors face.
Regarding efforts focused on affordability, a variety of publicly funded programs are available to
assist seniors in purchasing and consuming nutritious foods, with the SFMNP being the only
program to focus squarely on FV (Gergerich et al., 2015). Administered by the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA), SFMNP provides $20-$50 in vouchers to participants 60
years and older with income at or below 185% of the Federal Poverty Level (USDA Food and
Nutrition Service, 2019). Participants redeem vouchers for fresh FV at authorized farmers’
markets (FM) and other outlets. SFMNP distributed over $20.9 million in benefits to 838,190
participants in fiscal year 2018 (USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2019).
State and local agencies are responsible for enrolling eligible seniors, with this process typically
taking place at public locations like senior centers or common areas of senior housing buildings.
Seniors may designate a proxy to act on their behalf and apply for and redeem benefits (Senior
Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program, 2018). For seniors who are unable to leave their homes due
to functional impairments, the option to assign a proxy may make SFMNP enrollment and
participation feasible. The extent to which prospective applicants use this option is unknown.
Evaluations of SFMNP demonstrate that the program supports FV purchasing and intentions to
consume more FV (McCormack et al., 2010; O’Dare Wilson, 2017; Webber et al., 1995). Most
evaluations, however, have not considered SFMNP’s potential role in improving these outcomes
among low-income seniors who face accessibility-related challenges due to impaired mobility.
Exploring SFMNP’s role in mitigating FV affordability related challenges for homebound
seniors is therefore warranted.
Regarding efforts focused on accessibility, home delivery options can address mobility and
transportation issues that may impede access to fresh, healthy foods for certain seniors (Alsnih &
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Hensher, 2003; Cvitkovich & Wister, 2001). Online grocery shopping and home delivery is one
emerging option that has demonstrated some promise in alleviating barriers to reaching brickand-mortar stores (Jilcott Pitts et al., 2018). For those that also have low income; however, the
cost of delivery fees may be prohibitive (Jilcott Pitts et al., 2018). HDM programs provide
another option and are designed to target homebound seniors who are at nutritional risk for
various reasons, including limited financial resources (Sahyoun & Vaudin, 2014). Several studies
indicate that receiving HDM has contributed to improved intake of certain micronutrients and a
variety of FV (Sahyoun & Vaudin, 2014). Despite their high nutritional quality, HDM alone may
not provide participants with the quantity of FV needed to achieve adequate daily consumption.
Delivering additional FV to supplement HDM at no extra cost to participants may be a useful
approach for addressing this gap.
A few previous initiatives have taken this approach to address both affordability and accessibility
by using SFMNP benefits to fund fresh FV home deliveries for homebound seniors. A Seattlebased intervention offered home deliveries to 480 HDM program clients through a USDAfunded pilot program (Johnson et al., 2004). A similar intervention in Northeast Georgia
distributed SFMNP vouchers and offered fresh FV home deliveries to 585 HDM program clients
(Sinnett et al., 2009). Evaluations of these interventions found that home deliveries contributed
to increased FV intake (Johnson et al., 2004; Sinnett et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2003). The
interventions also were well-received, with participants enjoying the variety and quality of
home-delivered items and reporting high satisfaction with home deliveries (Sinnett et al., 2009;
Smith et al., 2003).
Current Study
We implemented a two-stage pilot intervention in Central New Jersey to connect 64 HDM
program clients to fresh FV sourced from a local FM. As in prior interventions, SFMNP benefits
funded fresh FV for homebound seniors with low income. Unlike previous interventions, we
carried out in-home SFMNP enrollment assistance for a subset of HDM program clients during
the intervention’s first stage. We also used community-based and Cooperative Extension
resources to offer free home-delivered FV to all HDM program clients, regardless of SFMNP
participation during the intervention’s second stage. Specific aims for a post-intervention
evaluation were: (a) to understand pre-intervention experiences of FM access, (b) to assess postintervention SFMNP awareness, (c) to examine the intervention’s influence on FV intake, and
(d) to assess clients’ satisfaction with the overall intervention and with quality and variety of
home-delivered fresh FV.
The first stage of the intervention focused on providing in-home SFMNP enrollment for 13 of
the 64 HDM program clients. This part of the intervention was conducted in cooperation with
county officials and eliminated the typical requirement of registering for SFMNP at a public
location. The HDM program director provided us with a list of 19 clients who were potentially
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income-eligible for SFMNP. We screened these clients via telephone by asking about selfreported income. If clients were income-eligible and expressed interest in enrollment, we
conducted in-home enrollment visits. During these visits, we completed the SFMNP application
and viewed proof of identity and income in accordance with county officials’ instructions.
Figure 1. Activities and Participant Counts for Intervention Stages
HDM program clients
(n = 64)
First Stage
Contacted for SFMNP
screening
(n = 19)

Enrolled in
benefits
(n = 13)

Second Stage
Participated in
fresh FV
home deliveries
(n = 64)

Deemed
ineligible or
non-responsive
(n = 6)

Participated in post-intervention interview
(n = 17)
Note. HDM = home delivered meal; SFMNP = Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program; FV = fruit
and vegetable

We submitted SFMNP applications for 13 clients, with six other clients being either ineligible or
unresponsive to screening attempts. County officials approved all submitted applications and
provided us with SFMNP voucher packets to distribute. Each packet contained four $5 vouchers.
During in-home distribution, we explained that vouchers could be redeemed for upcoming fresh
FV home deliveries through the HDM program or could be used independently. All SFMNPregistered clients chose home deliveries. This stage of the intervention occurred between May
and June 2014 and was fully completed before starting the intervention’s second stage.
The second stage of the intervention focused on providing four bi-weekly home deliveries of
fresh FV for all 64 HDM program clients. This part of the intervention was conducted in
collaboration with a local community FM that operates with corporate and Cooperative
Extension funding. The FM had existing authorization to accept SFMNP vouchers, which were
used to cover fresh FV costs for the 13 clients who took part in the intervention’s first stage. The
FM covered costs for all non-SFMNP participants. We informed all HDM program clients about
fresh FV home deliveries via telephone and flyer. We explained that items would be delivered
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along with usual HDM program deliveries and that clients could opt out of home deliveries,
although no clients did.
Communication materials also noted that specific items could change, depending on withinseason changes in FV availability. We worked with one FM vendor and selected items that were
easy to eat and prepare. Across all home deliveries, items included bananas, blueberries,
broccoli, cherries, kirby cucumbers, grapes, grape tomatoes, nectarines, peaches, peas, and
summer squash. Given recommendations from an investigator involved in a similar study, we
offered more fruits than vegetables (M. Podrabsky, personal communication, May 22, 2014).
Each bag contained 4-10.5 servings of fruit and 1.5-8.5 servings of vegetables for a total of 815.5 FV servings worth $7, with $5 of the content being locally grown per SFMNP regulations.
FM staff and volunteers packaged individual fresh FV bags one day before delivery. In addition
to the fresh FV, bags contained preparation tips, nutrition information, and feedback forms, all
using large print. We stored bags overnight in a commercial refrigerator at the HDM program
office. On delivery days, HDM program volunteers delivered bags with regular meals.
Volunteers retrieved vouchers from the 13 SFMNP participants. Undelivered bags were
distributed to volunteers. This stage of the intervention occurred between June and August 2014.
Methods
We conducted an evaluation by interviewing a sample of intervention participants. One-on-one
semi-structured interviews occurred in August 2014 between the intervention’s final week and
two weeks post-intervention.
Recruitment and Data Collection
We recruited 17 clients from a final sampling frame of 48 HDM program clients. The initial
sampling frame included 64 individuals. From this initial frame, we excluded those who were (a)
away from home during the recruitment period (eight individuals excluded), (b) non-English
speakers (two individuals excluded), or (c) otherwise unavailable according to the HDM
program director due to program withdrawal or cognitive impairment (six individuals excluded).
The sample size met recommendations for qualitative sample extensiveness (Sobal, 2001).
One investigator called clients listed in the sampling frame, placing at least three follow-up calls
as needed. During the call, the investigator reminded potential respondents about the FV home
deliveries and invited them to participate in an interview about their experience with the
intervention. If clients were willing to participate, interviews were conducted immediately over
the telephone when possible. Clients also had the option to schedule a follow-up appointment for
a telephone or in-home interview. For one telephone interview, a client’s spouse served as a
proxy due to the client’s hearing difficulties.
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We collected data using a semi-structured interview guide (Appendix), adapted from an
interview guide used to evaluate the Seattle-based intervention discussed above (Smith et al.,
2004). Topics included past FM exposure, awareness of SFMNP, and perceptions of the
intervention. We administered the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) sixitem FV module to assess the frequency of FV intake in the past week (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2013). For current SFMNP participants, the interview guide included
questions about in-home enrollment and voucher redemption. We also captured demographic
information for all respondents. Interviews were audio-recorded and lasted 10-25 minutes.
Interview Sample
We interviewed approximately 27% of the HDM program clientele. We obtained demographic
information on all HDM program clients from the program director to understand whether the
interview sample reflected the broader client population. Compared to all clients, interview
participants were younger, more likely to be male, and more likely to live in poverty (Table 1).
Race, ethnicity, and household size either were assessed differently or were not available in the
administrative records, so we could not directly compare the interview sample to all clients on
these characteristics. However, the interview sample was diverse in terms of race and ethnicity,
and a majority of interview participants lived in one-person households.
Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Home-Delivered Meal Program Clients and
Interview Sample
Characteristic
Age, years

All Clients
(n = 66a)

Interview Sample
(n = 17)
Median (range)b
76 (61, 96)
72 (62, 88)
Proportion (n)b
0.64 (41)
0.59 (10)

Female
Race/ethnicity
Non-Hispanic black
0.47 (31)
0.38 (6)
Non-Hispanic white
0.38 (25)
0.25 (4)
Hispanic
0.15 (10)
0.00 (0)
Two or more races
--0.25 (4)
Some other race
--0.13 (2)
Household size
1 person
--0.80 (12)
2 people
--0.20 (3)
Income ≤ Federal Poverty Level
0.25 (16)
0.46 (6)
a
When administrative record review occurred, partially complete records were available for 66 clients.
Complete administrative records were available for 63 of 64 clients who participated in the intervention.
b
Medians and proportions were estimated based on non-missing data. Age information was available for
63 of 66 clients and 16 of 17 interview participants. Gender information was available for 64 of 66 clients
and all interview participants. Race and ethnicity information was available for 66 clients and 16 of 17
interview participants. Household size was unavailable for all clients and was available for 15 of 17
interview participants. Self-reported income information was available for 64 of 66 clients and 13 of 17
interview participants.
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Data Analysis
We used thematic analysis to analyze open-ended responses and computed descriptive statistics
to summarize closed-ended responses. To conduct the thematic analysis, we followed a multiphase process that involved transcribing the interview recordings, generating and applying codes,
and developing themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The codebook primarily included deductive
codes that were based on topics covered by interview questions. The first author and a research
assistant independently coded one transcript, and the first author reviewed both versions to assess
consistency in coding. No major discrepancies in coding emerged, but we revised the codebook
by broadening certain codes and clarifying their definitions. Using the revised codebook, the
research assistant applied codes to the remaining transcripts. The first author reviewed all coded
responses to define and name themes.
To compute descriptive statistics, we calculated response frequencies of closed-ended responses
using Excel (version 14.3.6, Microsoft Corporation, Mountain View, CA). The authors’
Institutional Review Board approved this study.
Results
FM Access and SFMNP Awareness
In terms of past FM exposure, over 80% of respondents reported having visited a FM at some
point before the intervention (Table 2). Approximately one-third of respondents who reported
previous exposure also mentioned challenges in visiting a FM currently due to impaired
mobility. For instance, one respondent who served as a proxy stated, “We are kind of
incapacitated…so we rarely travel far from the house” (proxy for 88-year-old male client).
Another respondent noted that he was no longer the primary food shopper, stating, “Presently, I
have a young lady who…does shopping at the grocery store. [I]t was a treat to have things from
the farmers’ market in this program” (74-year-old male client). Similar comments from other
respondents suggested that the intervention increased access to FM items for many respondents.
Table 2. Response Frequencies for Previous FM Visits and SFMNP Awareness
n

%

Previously visited FM
Yes
14
No
3
Previously heard about SFMNP
Yes
4
No
11
Not reported
2
Note. FM = farmers’ market. SFMNP = Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program.

82.4
17.6
23.5
64.7
11.8

In terms of SFMNP awareness, few respondents were aware of the program by name (Table 2).
Only one respondent had participated previously. We interviewed eight respondents who had
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received in-home enrollment assistance through the intervention. Two of these respondents
commented on the convenience of in-home enrollment assistance. One individual mentioned,
“[I]t never worked out that I could be [at the senior center] when [enrollment] was supposed to
be done….[In-home enrollment] worked out very well for me” (74-year-old male client).
FV Intake
Some respondents demonstrated difficulty in responding to questions from the BRFSS FV
module. Given the potential unreliability of responses to those questions, we focus on qualitative
indicators related to FV intake.
In terms of intake of home-delivered fresh FV, a majority of respondents reported eating all or
most of the items distributed as part of the intervention (Table 3). Two respondents reported
eating half or none of either the fruits or vegetables due to food preferences or food preparation
difficulties. Approximately one-quarter of respondents experienced challenges in preparation and
consumption. Of the four respondents reporting challenges, three respondents had difficulties in
preparing and eating the home-delivered vegetables. In contrast, just one respondent experienced
challenges in preparing or eating the home-delivered fruit.
In terms of perceived changes to FV intake, most respondents reported an increase in usual FV
consumption, especially with respect to fruit (Table 3). Perceived changes included increasing
the quantity or variety of fruit consumed. For example, one respondent said, “I’m definitely sure
[the intervention] made a big difference because I wasn’t used to eating that much fruit. I eat
fruit, but not like that….I definitely have to start buying more fruit (63-year-old female client).”
Table 3. Response Frequencies for Quantity of FV Consumed and Challenges to FV Intake
Fruits
Quantity of items consumed
All or most
Half or little to none
Not reported
Reported changes to intake
Yes
No
Not reported

Vegetables
n
%

n

%

16
1
0

94.1
5.9
0.0

14
2
1

82.4
11.8
5.9

11
6
0

64.7
35.3
0.0

9
7
1

52.9
41.2
5.9

Overall
Reported challenges in preparation or consumption
Yes
No
Not reported
Note. FV = fruits and vegetables
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Some respondents reported no change in intake. Reasons included: (a) poor overall or oral
health, (b) substitution of independently purchased FV with home-delivered items, and (c) short
duration of the intervention.
Program Satisfaction
Most respondents rated home-delivered fresh FV quality and variety as good, very good, or
excellent (Table 4). A few respondents offered neutral ratings, and no respondents rated quality
or variety poorly.
Table 4. Response Frequencies for Perceived FV Quality and Variety
Fruits
Perceived quality of items
Very good or excellent
Good
Neutral
Not reported
Perceived variety of items
Very good or excellent
Good
Neutral
Not reported
Note. FV = fruits and vegetables

Vegetables
n
%

n

%

6
9
1
1

35.3
52.9
5.9
5.9

6
8
1
2

35.3
47.1
5.9
11.8

6
8
1
2

35.3
47.1
5.9
11.8

3
8
1
5

17.6
47.1
5.9
29.4

Satisfaction with quality and variety may have factored into wanting to participate in fresh FV
home deliveries again. When asked explicitly, all respondents stated they would participate in
the intervention if offered in the future. Desire to continue participating may also have been
related to experiences of improved food security during the intervention period. One respondent
shared, “[The intervention] helped me out food-wise as far as blending things in that helped me
extend my food situation.…I’ll manage, but I’m going to miss [the intervention]” (66-year-old
male client).
Discussion
The research reported here described the implementation and evaluation of a two-stage pilot
intervention to increase fresh FV affordability and accessibility for low-income, homebound
seniors participating in an HDM program. To evaluate intervention effectiveness, we conducted
semi-structured interviews with a sample of HDM program clients who either participated in
both intervention stages or participated in just the intervention’s second stage involving home
deliveries.
The evaluation aimed to understand pre-intervention experiences of FM access and postintervention awareness of the SFMNP. Regarding FM access, many respondents mentioned
previously having visited a FM but were currently experiencing challenges in physically
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reaching these outlets. Fresh FV home deliveries allowed respondents to overcome some of these
accessibility challenges, which was consistent with experiences of homebound participants of the
previous FV home delivery intervention in Seattle (Smith et al., 2004). Regarding SFMNP
awareness, the program had limited name recognition among the homebound seniors we
interviewed. Given our mixed-income sample, it was unsurprising how many higher-income
respondents were unaware of SFMNP, which targets low-income seniors. Lack of awareness is a
known barrier to SFMNP participation (O’Dare Wilson, 2017). Additional research is required to
understand whether this particular barrier is heightened among income-eligible seniors who
cannot reach SFMNP enrollment sites due to disability.
The evaluation also aimed to examine the intervention’s influence on FV intake. Most
respondents reported no challenges in preparing and consuming the home-delivered FV, and a
majority of respondents consumed all or most of the delivered items. Similar results were
observed in Seattle, where all evaluation participants reported eating all or most of the FV they
received (Smith et al., 2004). Most of the seniors we interviewed qualitatively reported a change
in intake, especially with respect to fruit, which was in line with the intervention’s provision of
more fruit. Our qualitative findings about perceived changes to FV intake are somewhat
supported by previous quantitative results. Homebound seniors in Seattle increased daily FV
consumption by 1.3 servings (Johnson et al., 2004), while 80% of surveyed participants in
Northeast Georgia reported increased FV consumption (Sinnett et al., 2009). Feedback from
some respondents of the current study suggested that for changes to be more noticeable, home
deliveries would need to include more items and would need to occur over a longer time period.
Finally, the evaluation aimed to assess clients’ satisfaction with the intervention. Despite the
short time frame, we observed strong satisfaction, which also was seen in the Seattle and Georgia
home delivery interventions (Sinnett et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2003). Virtually all respondents
we interviewed rated the fresh FV as good or better in quality and variety. Unanimous interest in
continued program participation indicated strong program buy-in among respondents.
Limitations
Some aspects of the intervention and evaluation limited our ability to assess improvements in FV
intake. First, given the small size of the interview sample, evaluation results may not reflect the
perspectives of all clients who participated in the intervention. Furthermore, our focus on a
relatively narrow target population in a specific geographic area limits the generalizability of our
findings. Second, the intervention provided a relatively small number of FV servings, which may
not have permitted clients to achieve adequate FV intake on each day of the intervention period.
Future efforts might build upon this pilot intervention by providing larger or more frequent home
deliveries. Third, we experienced challenges in administering the BRFSS FV module, precluding
us from quantitatively assessing FV intake. Although short instruments, such as the six-item
module we attempted to administer, can provide valid dietary intake measures in older
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populations, age-related issues like cognitive decline and hearing difficulties might make dietary
assessment more complicated (McNeill et al., 2009; Volkert & Schrader, 2013). Screening for
cognitive functioning and changing the mode of survey administration are some approaches that
might help mitigate such challenges (Volkert & Schrader, 2013).
Conclusions
Strategies to promote adequate FV intake among low-income, homebound seniors must address
potentially overlapping affordability and accessibility barriers. We implemented and evaluated
two strategies used in previous interventions connecting HDM program clients to SFMNP and
local FM (Johnson et al., 2004; Sinnett et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2004). Our pilot intervention
relied upon previously learned lessons and smoothly running partnerships.
Cooperating with county officials allowed us to provide in-home SFMNP enrollment assistance
and voucher redemption for low-income, homebound seniors who otherwise may not have
accessed benefits. This partnership might serve as a model for expanding access to an important
nutrition assistance program for seniors. Leveraging partnerships with a community FM,
Cooperative Extension, and an HDM program allowed us to fund and deliver fresh FV directly to
HDM program clients. Financial and human resources from these partnerships provided
sustainability, allowing fresh FV home deliveries to continue past the intervention period.
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Appendix
Semi-Structured Interview Guide
Oral Explanation of Consent
I will be asking some questions about the produce home delivery program and your fruit and
vegetable intake. We are interested in your experience with the program and would like to know
how we can make it better. This interview will take about 30-45 minutes to complete. You may
choose to skip any questions you do not wish to answer. You may also stop the interview at any
time. If you stop the interview or skip questions, it will not affect your Meals on Wheels. I am
not recording your name, so it will not be linked to your responses. Do you have any questions
before we begin?
Are you willing to participate?
•
•

Yes
No

Farmers’ Market Access
1. Have you ever been to a farmers’ market?
2. Before receiving produce home deliveries, had you ever eaten produce from a
farmers’ market? It could have been produce you purchased or that someone, like a
relative, friend, or neighbor, delivered to you.
Fruit and Vegetable Intake
These next questions are about the fruits and vegetables you ate or drank during the past week.
Please think about all forms of fruits and vegetables, including cooked or raw, fresh, frozen, or
canned. Please think about all meals, snacks, and food, including Meals on Wheels food, that
you consumed at home or away from home.
3. During the past week, how many times did you drink 100% PURE fruit juices? Do
not include fruit-flavored drinks with added sugar or fruit juice you made at home and
added sugar to. Only include 100% juice.
4. During the past week, not counting juice, how many times did you eat fruit? Count
fresh, frozen, or canned fruit.
5. During the past week, how many times did you eat cooked or canned beans, such as
refried, baked, black, garbanzo beans, beans in soup, soybeans, edamame, tofu, or
lentils? Do NOT include long green beans.
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During the past week, how many times did you eat dark green vegetables, for
example, broccoli or dark leafy greens, including romaine, chard, collard greens, or
spinach?

7. During the past week, how many times did you eat orange-colored vegetables such
as sweet potatoes, pumpkin, winter squash, or carrots?
8. Not counting what you just reported, during the past week, about how many times did
you eat OTHER vegetables? Examples of other vegetables include tomatoes, tomato
juice or V-8 juice, corn, eggplant, peas, lettuce, cabbage, and white potatoes that are
not fried, such as baked or mashed potatoes.
Now, I would like to learn about your experience with the produce home deliveries.
9. What did you think about the information communicated to you before the produce
home deliveries began? (Probe: Before the first delivery, I called either you or your
emergency contact person. You may also have received an informational flyer one
week before the first delivery.)
Perceptions of and Satisfaction with Home Deliveries
10. Did the deliveries come too frequently or too rarely?
• Too rarely
• Just right
• Too frequently
Let’s specifically talk about the fruit you received from the home deliveries.
11. What did you think about the quality of the fruit you received?
12. How about the variety of fruit?
13. Do you think receiving produce home deliveries changed anything about your fruit
consumption?
[If answer is affirmative]
•

Are you eating more or less fruit than you were before deliveries began?

•

Were you able to eat different types of fruit you normally would not eat?
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[If answer is negative]
•

Does this mean you are eating about the same amount of fruit as you were before the
program started?

14. How much of the delivered fruit were you able to eat?
• All or most
• Half
• Little to none
If the answer to question 14 is half or little to none:
15. What did you do with the remaining fruit?
16. Were there any specific reasons for not being able to eat the fruit?
If not already mentioned in responses to questions 15 and 16:
17. Did you have any difficulties or challenges in eating the fruit?
[If answer is affirmative]
•

Did anyone able help you prepare the fruit so you could eat it? (Probe: This could
include helping you wash, cut, or peel.)

Now, I’d like for us to focus on the vegetables you received from the home deliveries.
18. What did you think about the quality of the vegetables you received?
19. How about the variety of vegetables?
20. Do you think receiving produce home deliveries changed anything about your
vegetable consumption?
[If answer is affirmative]
•

Are you eating more or less vegetables than you were before deliveries began?

•

Were you able to eat different types of vegetables you normally would not eat?

[If answer is negative]
•

Does this mean you are eating about the same amount of vegetables as you were
before the program started?
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21. How much of the delivered vegetables were you able to eat?
• All or most
• Half
• Little to none
If the answer to question 21 is half or little to none:
22. What did you do with the remaining vegetables?
23. Were there any specific reasons for not being able to eat the vegetables?
If not already mentioned in responses to questions 22 and 23:
24. Did you have any difficulties or challenges in eating the vegetables?
[If answer is affirmative]
•

Did anyone able help you prepare the vegetables so you could eat them? (Probe: This
could include helping you wash, cut, or peel.)

25. Do you think receiving the produce deliveries changed anything about your health or
your mood?
[If answer is affirmative]
•

How so?

26. Did you find the preparation tips and recipes included in the bags helpful?
[If answer is affirmative]
•

Were you able to use any of the information?

•

Did you make any of the recipes?

[If answer is negative]
•

Do you have any suggestions about what we could change to make the information
more helpful?

27. Were there any fruits or vegetables included in the deliveries that you did not enjoy?
28. Were there any fruits or vegetables not included that you would have liked to receive?
29. Would you be interested in receiving produce home deliveries in the future?
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30. Is there anything about the program you would like to see changed based on your
experience this summer?
31. Do you have any other comments about the produce home delivery program?
Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program Awareness and Enrollment
Now, I would like to ask some questions about the Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program
(SFMNP). If you were participating in SFMNP this summer, I would like to learn about your
experience with the application and voucher process.
32. Before this interview, had you ever heard of the Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition
Program (SFMNP)?
[If answer is affirmative]
•

Have you ever applied for SFMNP vouchers in the past?

[If answer is affirmative]
o Where did you apply for the vouchers?
o Can you please describe how the application process went?
o Did you register with a proxy? (Probe: A proxy is someone who can use your
vouchers at a farmers’ market on your behalf. )
[If answer is negative]
o Are there any reasons why you did not apply for the program even though you
knew about it?
•

Have you ever used SFMNP vouchers in the past?

[If answer is affirmative]
o How did you use your vouchers? For example, you could have gone to a farmers’
market personally, or someone else could have used your vouchers for you.
o Were you able to use all of your vouchers during the season?
[If answer is negative]
o If interviewee applied for vouchers: Are there any reasons why you did not use
your vouchers after applying for them?
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33. If you applied for SFMNP this summer through Meals on Wheels, did you find the
application process easy or difficult?
[If respondent mentions difficulties]
•

What about the process was difficult?

34. Is there anything we could have done differently during the application process?
35. Did you use all of your vouchers for the home-delivered produce?
[If answer is negative]
•

Did you use your vouchers elsewhere?

36. Did you have any issues with handing your vouchers to the Meals on Wheels
volunteers?
Demographic Characteristics
Finally, I have some general, personal questions for you.
37. For about how long have you been participating in Meals on Wheels?
38. In general, would you say your health is poor, fair, good, very good, or excellent?
• Poor
• Fair
• Good
• Very good
• Excellent
39. What is your age?
40. What is your gender?
41. Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin?
42. Which would you say is your race? Please select one or more.
 American Indian or Alaska Native
 Asian
 Black or African American
 Pacific Islander
 White
 Other __________
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43. How many people do you consider to be part of your household? Please include
anyone who lives with you most of the time.
 1
 2
 3
 4 or more
44. What is your total monthly income? Please include all sources of income, like Social
Security, pensions, and retirement income.
 Less than $970
 $970 - $1,800
 $1,800 - $3,000
 More than $3,000
 I don’t know
 I prefer not to answer
Thank you very much for your participation in this interview!
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Assessing Foods and Nutrition Programming Needs of Family and
Consumer Sciences Agents in North Carolina
Lindsey Haynes-Maslow
Zandra Alford
Carolyn Dunn
North Carolina State University
North Carolina Extension specialists conducted a needs assessment of Family and
Consumer Sciences (FCS) agents to determine their foods and nutrition
programming needs. Researchers examined agent and community needs, agentoffered programming, and barriers and facilitators to program implementation.
Results will help inform the development of targeted agent trainings, materials,
programs, and technical assistance related to foods and nutrition. The study is
intended to help maximize the success of FCS foods and nutrition programming
by supporting agents in delivering high-quality, evidence-based programs. This
paper reviews study implementation, results, and relevant implications for other
Extension professionals interested in performing a similar analysis.
Keywords: Family and Consumer Sciences (FCS), needs assessment, nutrition
education, foods programming, diet-related disease
Introduction
Diet-related chronic diseases, such as obesity, heart disease, and diabetes, are the leading cause
of rising healthcare costs in the United States (National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention
and Health Promotion, 2018a). Maintaining a healthy diet and lifestyle can help reduce the risk
of these costly diseases (World Health Organization, 2005). Chronic disease prevention
strategies have structural and programmatic implications for Cooperative Extension Services as
they address their communities' emerging needs. In August 2014, North Carolina State
University’s Cooperative Extension Service released a new strategic plan that considered North
Carolina’s high rates of diet-related chronic disease (Trust for America’s Health, 2017). The plan
focused organizational efforts on nine major goals, including the relationship between healthy
weight and reduced risk of chronic disease through healthy eating and physical activity (NC
Cooperative Extension, n.d.). In response, North Carolina State University Extension’s Family
and Consumer Sciences (FCS) program established foods and nutrition as its core program focus,
a concentration comprising the topics of nutrition, health, food safety, food preservation, and
local food systems (Kirby, 2018).
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Establishing foods and nutrition as the core program focus for North Carolina State University
Extension’s FCS Program constituted a programmatic shift for agents previously working in
non-foods FCS programming, such as housing, parenting, family resource management, human
development, and aging. To determine how to support FCS agents in delivering core foods and
nutrition programs, we conducted a needs assessment. The goal of the research was to determine
training and programming needs of North Carolina FCS agents related to foods and nutrition.
Methods
We conducted semi-structured telephone interviews with North Carolina Cooperative Extension
FCS agents and County Extension Directors (CEDs) with FCS responsibilities. We developed an
interview guide, conducted interviews, and analyzed the data using qualitative methods. The
study was approved by the North Carolina State University institutional review board.
Interview Guide
We developed an interview guide based on previous studies (Clarkson-Frisbie et al., 2008; PeñaPurcell et al., 2012) to elicit information on training and support needs of county-based FCS
agents and CEDs with FCS responsibilities. The interview guide was reviewed by Extension
specialists, agents, and CEDs, with edits made based on feedback. The final interview guide (see
Appendix) included questions on community needs related to foods and nutrition programming;
current foods and nutrition programming offered; kitchen space, equipment, and supplies needed
to successfully deliver foods and nutrition programming; and demographic information.
Needs Assessment Interviews
All FCS agents and CEDs with FCS responsibilities in the NC Cooperative Extension system
were eligible for the study. Potential participants (N = 69) received an email about the study from
a research team member soliciting their participation in a 60-minute telephone-based interview.
Participants that showed interest in the study had a study information sheet emailed to them, and
an interview date was scheduled. Author Alford conducted all interviews. Verbal consent was
obtained, and each interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Data Analysis
We used a qualitative approach for this study. We developed a codebook for this study through
an iterative process. In the initial coding phase, authors Alford and Haynes-Maslow
independently applied open coding to five transcripts. Alford and Haynes-Maslow compared
open codes, reconciled coding discrepancies, and then created a codebook that was applied to an
additional five transcripts. Members of two coding pairs, each comprising one author and one
research assistant, were trained by the principal investigator (author Haynes-Maslow) regarding
the codebook and coding procedures. Each pair independently coded approximately 30
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transcripts. Code discrepancies were discussed, and consensus was reached within each coding
pair. The researchers used Atlas.ti version 7.0 to analyze the data.
The researchers used thematic content analysis to analyze transcripts. Thematic content analysis
allowed the researchers to examine and record patterns, known as themes (Guest et al., 2012).
Thematic content analysis is considered an inductive approach to analyzing qualitative data since
researchers generate themes based on what they assess to be important issues arising from the
data, rather than applying pre-existing themes (Wilbraham, 1995). The researchers calculated the
frequency of themes based on the number of times a theme or subtheme was mentioned; this
allowed for multiple themes to potentially be coded in one statement. In content analysis,
calculating frequencies is important because it reveals which themes are most important to
participants. The researchers created six themes based on interviews.
Results
The researchers conducted 61 interviews between 2016 and 2017. Forty-seven interviews were
conducted with FCS agents, and 14 interviews were with CEDs with FCS responsibilities (Table
1). Most participants were female (96.7%) and White/Caucasian (68.9%).
Table 1. Interview Participant Demographics, N=61
Characteristic
Job Type, # (%)
FCS Agent
CED
Age (Mean # Years)
Sex, # (%)
Female
Male
Race, # (%)
White/Caucasian
Black or African American
Hispanic or Latino
Native American
Asian
Prefer not to answer
Number of Years Working for Extension (Mean)
Years working as FCS Agent
Years working CED
Number of Counties Served (Mean)
FCS
CED
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Value
# (%)

Mean
#

47 (77.0)
14 (30.0)
44.2
59 (96.7)
2 (3.3)
42 (68.9)
13 (21.3)
3 (4.9)
1 (1.6)
1 (1.6)
1 (1.6)
9.4
7.8
7.0
1.5
1.1
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Six themes generated from the interviews included agent needs for curriculum and materials,
program implementation challenges, program target audiences, collaborations with community
partners, agent training needs, and strategies that agents use to learn about foods and nutrition
programs (Table 2).
Table 2. Theme Definitions, Illustrative Quotes, and Code Frequencies

Theme
Agents’ needs
for curriculum
and materials

Program
implementation
challenges

Program target
audiences

Collaborations
with community
partners

Theme Definition
Agent needs for
curricula on
specific topics (i.e.,
baking, diabetesfriendly recipes)
and/or materials
such as fact sheets
and recipe cards.
Could also include
updating
curriculums and
materials. Materials
could also include
technology.
Any current
challenge or
barriers that
reduces the agent’s
potential for
effectively
delivering
programming in the
community
Agent's target
audience for foods
and nutrition
programming.
Includes engaging
and reaching
audiences for
programming.
Could include
current program
audiences and/or
audiences that the
agent would like to
reach.
Includes
collaborations with
specific physical
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Illustrative Quote of
Theme
“I use the Stanford
University’s Dining with
Diabetes class. I teach that
every so often. That is a
curriculum, like I said, from
Stanford University that has
recipes and information
about that. I don’t know if
that’s the one they’re going
to update that one with a
new healthy living class or
not, but that’s, to me,
Extension should have their
own.”
“None of us ever have a
kitchen space that’s great.
Well, there’s a few of us in
the west that might…there
might be one or two, but my
kitchen space is…it can be a
challenge. You get ten
people in there trying to
cook.”
“We've been able to reach
African American, but just
low-income in general,
we've struggled with.”

Total Code
Frequency #
246

Percent of
Total Codes
(%)
19.6

243

19.4

224

17.8

188

15.0

“Low-income audiences are
probably the ones making
the worst choices, driven by
economics, that is why many
programs target this
population.”

“We have a food pantry over
here that I did several classes
for their clients. We did a
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Agent training
needs

Strategies that
agents use to
learn about
foods and
nutrition
programs

Theme Definition
community
settings, such as
senior centers,
schools, farmers'
markets, faithbased, etc.

159

Illustrative Quote of
Theme
canning class for them. I’ve
done a cooking class, a onetime cooking class for
them.”

“I’ll get a request, ‘Our
church wants this program’
so I’ll say, ‘If you can get 10
to 15 people, then it’s easy
for me to go’ because a lot
of times, it’s easier if they
have an already semiexisting group. A lot of
times, they won’t show up if
I have something here at the
Extension office. It’s also
easier to go to a place where
I have a programming
request, and they have a
group already formed.”
Training for latest
"I think it would, I mean
nutrition topics and what would be really helpful
fads (i.e., glutenwould, as I said, to have
free, GMO, healthy some training around like
oils), training on
how to set up a kitchen, how
specific curriculum, to prep and just kind of how
and/or program
to set up the kitchen for a
delivery skills such cooking class or to teach
as cooking and
cooking. I think also, too, it
using technology.
would be helpful to have any
information around like
technology that can assist.”
Agent describes
“If I see something that
how and where
Extension has from one of
they find foods and the other Extension states, -nutrition
Georgia usually has some
information,
pretty good stuff. From
including
Utah, I’ve seen stuff online
programming,
from various places, and if I
recipes, etc., Or
think it fits, I’ll use it. I’ve
how they learn (or
actually pulled some stuff
would like to learn) out of Cooks Illustrated.
from other
That’s, you know, America’s
Extension agents.
Test Kitchen.”

Total Code
Frequency #

Percent of
Total Codes
(%)

188

15.0

166

13.2

“I’ve gone to help different
agents, and different agents
have come to see me, to
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160

Illustrative Quote of
Theme
model what they should do –
especially because I wasn’t,
when I first started, very
comfortable with doing a
hands-on food preservation
program because I’ve never
done that before, so having
that hands-on time with
another agent that was more
experienced was certainly
helpful.”

Total Code
Frequency #

Percent of
Total Codes
(%)

Agent Needs for Curriculum and Materials
Agents focused on the needs for youth curriculum with an emphasis on nutrition and cooking
and for adults with diet-related chronic disease. For the adult curriculums, agents expressed
wanting more diabetes-related programming and weight loss management strategies. They
wanted to expand current healthy eating and food/nutrition programs by adding new recipes, as
well as tips on how to live with chronic illnesses and how to prevent family members from
developing them. Some agents described a need for young adults to have an introductory
cooking class, since they felt many of them in their community lacked the skills to cook on their
own.
Program Implementation Challenges
Common challenges were recruitment and retention of class participants, funding for equipment
and materials, and adequate kitchen space. For recruitment and retention, getting people to attend
classes weekly or continue to show up for multi-session classes can be difficult with participants’
changing schedules and the need to commute to class locations. This was especially an issue for
low-income participants. Funding was another barrier because agents could not afford to buy all
of the supplies or equipment they needed for programming or they had to charge participants a
sign-up fee to cover costs. The last barrier was not having enough space for classes. Oftentimes,
agents traveled to other locations to use kitchens that could hold a larger number of participants
for their classes, or they had to limit their class sizes. Even when they limited the class size, there
was often not enough room for demonstrations or the participants could not see the agent.
Target Audiences
Agents discussed four main target audiences: low-income, elderly, youth, and parents. Even with
the strong focus on low-income participants, many agents said it was a struggle to recruit them
due to a lack of transportation and scheduling issues. Some agents liked to focus on elderly
audiences because they are at high risk for diet-related diseases, and they comprise a large
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percentage of their population. Agents also said the elderly were typically easy to recruit because
they can travel to senior centers or congregate nutrition sites, where seniors are already going.
They considered seniors as a captive audience. Many agents talked about doing youth
programming as a way to instill healthy eating habits early on. Agents typically did not have a
hard time getting youth to attend programming because they offered classes in the schools.
Collaborations with Community Partners
Collaborations allowed agents to target programming to specific groups that meet consistently in
specific locations and bring classes to groups that may not have transportation to an Extension
office. Some agents relied on programming requests from community partners and said they
would offer a program if the community partner could recruit enough participants. Places agents
collaborated most with included churches, schools, farmers’ markets, senior centers, shelters,
food pantries, libraries, and health departments.
Agent Training Needs
The majority of agents asked for training on “hot topics” that were considered “fad diets,” such
as gluten-free diets, healthy oils, organic products, and local foods. Agents were aware that
peoples’ preferences were continually changing, especially in response to the media, so agents
wanted to be trained on new topics that were evidence-based. Several agents also requested more
training on basic cooking topics and tips; they wanted to be comfortable teaching cooking
classes.
Strategies that Agents used to Learn about Foods and Nutrition Programs
The majority of agents obtained information from various places to add to their curriculum or
supplement their own knowledge, including other state Extension program curricula and
websites, university courses, guest lectures, and online videos/resources. Agents also tended to
collaborate for certain classes to pool expertise and create successful programs. Peer learning
was talked about as a very important strategy for learning how to teach various programs.
Discussion
This study examined agent and community needs, agent-offered core programming, and barriers
and facilitators to foods and nutrition program implementation in North Carolina communities.
Agents conveyed a need for curricula and materials focused on diabetes prevention and weight
loss management. Despite this expressed need, all North Carolina State University Extension
foods and nutrition programs are focused on improving healthy eating and physical activity,
subsequently making them geared toward diet-related chronic disease prevention. This
disconnect may reveal that Extension specialists need to better communicate the purpose and
goals of programs they develop. Foods and nutrition programs should be marketed as healthy
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eating and active living programs that can assist with diet-related chronic disease prevention and
control, including diabetes prevention and weight management. Future research could explore
this disconnect.
Agents discussed challenges with recruitment and retention of class participants, especially lowincome participants. One potential solution for addressing retention is making program locations
and times convenient (Haynes-Maslow et al., 2019). Additionally, agents can use social media to
recruit participants (Topolovec-Vranic & Natarajan, 2016), and some programs at North
Carolina State University offer online nutrition education resources that can be accessed via
mobile devices, tablets, or computers. Recruitment and retention could also be addressed by
tailoring programs to meet the specific needs of various audiences (based on geography,
economic status, age, gender, etc.). Last, Extension should use policy, systems, and
environmental (PSE) approaches to address recruitment and retention, since PSE changes are
typically meant to “make the healthy choice the easy choice” (Haynes-Maslow et al., 2018).
However, PSE was not brought up during the interviews, which reveals a need for more PSE
training among agents.
In regard to funding barriers, multiple programs offered by North Carolina State University offer
free supplies, training, and curriculum, including the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program-Education, which serves low-income participants. Even if agents have to charge a
minimal fee to cover costs of additional supplies and/or materials, studies have shown that a
small fee (even for lower-income participants) makes them feel invested in a program and more
likely to complete it (Ackermann & Marrero, 2007). In terms of having adequate space to do
programming, the best short-term solution is to partner with organizations that have adequate
kitchen space.
Agents expressed a need for additional training in cooking skills and nutrition/foods “hot topics.”
North Carolina State University has been working to enhance trainings in these areas. A
comprehensive FCS agent cooking skills training class has been developed and offered to several
agents to enhance knowledge, skills, and confidence. Monthly FCS “hot topic” online training is
delivered to provide agents with information on new and emerging topics related to foods and
nutrition. Increased training opportunities are in accordance with best practices in nutrition
education, which require expertise in content and teaching methods, as well as ongoing
professional development to ensure educator proficiency (Baker et al., 2014; National Center for
Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, 2018b). Last, since peer learning was a
preferred learning strategy for agents, future trainings should consider this technique.
This study has several limitations. First, due to its geographic scope, this study may not be
generalizable to other states. Second, some agents knew the interviewer, which could have
resulted in interview bias.
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Conclusions
Extension specialists should understand the challenges agents face when delivering programming
in the field. Conducting qualitative research with agents can help specialists better develop
trainings, materials, programs, and technical assistance that meet agents’ needs. Using results in
this manner will help maximize the success of FCS foods and nutrition programming by ensuring
that all agents are well-prepared to deliver high-quality, evidence-based programs. This is critical
when Extension Services are working hard to effectively address growing community needs
surrounding diet-related chronic disease. This approach can be utilized by other Extension
professionals interested in identifying and addressing FCS agent training and support needs
related to foods and nutrition.
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Appendix
Needs Assessment Interview Guide
Interview Questions:
Extension Role
1. What is your current role with Extension (i.e., County Extension Director, Family and
Consumer Sciences Agent)?
2. What county or counties do you currently work in? If you work in multiple counties,
what is your primary or home county?
3. How long in total have you worked with Extension? How long have you been in your
current position?
4. If you are a CED, do you currently work in the area of foods and nutrition? Describe.
a. (Probes: If you do not work in foods and nutrition, do you have staff or are you
planning on hiring staff that will work in foods and nutrition programming?
Describe.)
5. If you are an FCS agent, how long have you worked in foods and nutrition programming
as an FCS agent? Do you currently have other work responsibilities besides foods and
nutrition (for example, CED, ECA, etc.)? Describe.
Foods and Nutrition Training and Support Needs
The following questions are to help us determine what type of trainings, materials, and support
would be helpful for agents related to foods and nutrition programming. Your responses will
help us to identify training needs and develop useful resources.
1. Tell me about your experience with nutrition and nutrition education.
2. Tell me about your experience with cooking and cooking education.
3. How comfortable are you leading programming related to foods, nutrition, and cooking?
Describe.
4. What type of support and/or training would help you enhance your foods, nutrition, and
cooking programming skills?
5. What specific foods, nutrition, and cooking topics would you like to receive training on?
Describe.
6. What types of foods, nutrition, and cooking teaching and program implementation
techniques would you like to receive training on (i.e., food demonstrations, hands-on
cooking classes, cross-program collaborations, etc.)? Describe.
7. What types of teaching materials and/or curricula (in addition to any you already use)
would be useful to you in your nutrition education and foods programming efforts (i.e.,
handouts, recipes, lesson plans, videos, etc.)? Describe.
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8. Is there anything else that you would like to share regarding your foods and nutrition
programming, training, and support needs?
Community Needs Related to Nutrition and Foods Programming
1. What foods and nutrition topics do you feel are most relevant to (or in demand by) your
community? Why? What do you think would be the best way to address these topics with
your community?
2. Which audiences are most important to target for foods and nutrition programming in
your community? Why? What do you think would be the best way to engage these
audiences in your community?
Nutrition and Foods Programming
1. Do you offer nutrition education and/or foods programming? If yes, describe.
a. (Probe: What topics does your programming address? What audiences does your
programming target? What curricula does your nutrition and/or foods
programming utilize? How often does this programming occur? Where does this
programming occur? Do you use the kitchen space at the extension office for this
programming? Do you use the outdoor cooking space at the extension office for
this programming? Do you use portable cooking equipment for this
programming?)
2. Does your nutrition education and/or foods programming include cooking instruction,
food demonstrations, and/or food tastings? If yes, describe.
a. (Probe: What cooking skills and foods do you teach, demonstrate, and/or taste?
How do you incorporate these topics into your programming? Do participants do
any hands-on cooking? Do you do this with all nutrition education and foods
programming or just certain classes?)
3. What types of incentives would motivate you to do more cooking and food
demonstrations? For example, an award, public recognition, scholarships to conferences,
or physical items such as books or cooking equipment.
4. Does your nutrition education and/or foods programming include any collaborations with
other agents, county Extension offices, or community partners? Describe.
a. (Probe: Have you developed or are you using any resources, teaching materials, or
curricula to help facilitate this collaborative programming? Describe.)
5. Do you currently evaluate your nutrition and foods programs? If so, how do you evaluate
them?
a. (Probe: What do you evaluate: Participant satisfaction with classes? Changes to
knowledge, or behavior change? What tools do you use to evaluate? Are there any
programs/classes you are not evaluating? Are there any tools/support that could
help you evaluate your programs?)
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6. What makes your nutrition education and/or foods programming successful? Describe.
7. Does this programming have any barriers/challenges? Describe.
8. Is there anything you would change or do differently? Why?
Kitchen Space, Equipment and Supplies
1. Does your extension office have a kitchen? If so, please share a photo of the kitchen
using your phone or a camera with zaalford@ncsu.edu.
2. Briefly describe the kitchen space at your extension office.
a. (Probe: How big is the kitchen space? Is it a teaching kitchen? How many people
can it accommodate? What type of appliances does your kitchen have? What type
of cooking equipment and supplies are available in the kitchen? Do you have an
outdoor cooking space? Do you have portable cooking equipment? Describe.)
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Medical, Recreational, and Mixed Marijuana Users: An Examination of
Physical and Mental Health Correlates
Zachary D. Giano
Jennifer N. Becnel
Amanda L. Williams
Dylan C. Martinez
University of Arkansas
Marijuana use in the U.S. doubled between 2001 and 2013, largely due to
increases in legalization laws. Little attention, however, is given to the type of
marijuana user (e.g., recreational or medical), particularly with health outcomes.
Our study used data from the 2017 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System
(N=5,349) to examine physical health, mental health, and demographic variables
by marijuana user type (including non-marijuana users). In physical health, the
non-marijuana group was generally healthier, getting the most sleep, lowest BMI,
and lowest alcoholic consumption. Medical users self-reported the poorest
physical health, BMI, and sleep. Similar results were found in the mental health
category between non-marijuana and medical users. Future longitudinal research
is needed to investigate whether medical users, over time, increase their
marijuana use to include recreational use (i.e., become mixed users) as a method
of coping with the combination of health, emotional, and quality of life problems.
Although this is among the first nationally representative studies to examine
unique marijuana user groups, future studies should track user groups over time
to understand the implications of transitioning into medical or recreational user
groups.
Keywords: marijuana use, substance use, recreational marijuana, medical
marijuana, physical health, mental health
Introduction
Marijuana use in the United States doubled between 2001 and 2013, and this increase was
largely attributed to states legalizing medical and recreational use (Hasin et al., 2015). Marijuana
as been associated with both poorer mental health such as depression, anxiety, and various
psychoses (Patton et al., 2002; Volkow et al., 2014) and physical health outcomes such as
obesity, stroke, cardiovascular diseases, and chronic bronchitis (Volkow et al., 2014). Although a
substantial body of literature addresses marijuana use, investigations disentangling recreational
from medicinal use (or both types of use) are underdeveloped. Given the rapid legalization of
both medical and recreational marijuana products, examining differences between medical,
Address correspondence to Jennifer N. Becnel at becnel@uark.edu
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recreational, and mixed (medical and recreational) marijuana users is essential. Understanding
the physical, psychosocial, and demographic characteristics of different types of marijuana users
can help health practitioners and community providers care for individuals.
The present study used data from the 2017 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS;
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017), which is the first time questions about
marijuana user type (e.g., medical only, recreational only, or both) were included. To our
knowledge, this is the first study to utilize a large, national dataset, as opposed to clinical
samples of those seeking health care, in partitioning marijuana users by medical only,
recreational only, and including mixed users (who use both medically and recreationally) as a
distinct group. Addressing this gap, this study examined group differences in physical health,
mental health, and demographics by marijuana user type as well as assessed whether marijuana
user type predicted physical health, mental health, and demographics above and beyond control
variables (e.g., predicting physical health controlling for mental health and vice-versa).
Methods
Sample
The BRFSS is an annual survey conducted by random-digit–dialed telephone both cellular and
landline in all 50 U.S. states, the District of Columbia, and territories. The goal of the BRFSS is
to collect information on health-related activities, behavioral risk factors, preventive-health
practices, substance use, and other chronic conditions among noninstitutionalized adults over the
age of 18. The full 2017 dataset includes 450,648 records. Respondents in the final reduced
sample with complete data on study variables (N = 5,349) were predominately male (63.2%)
with a mean age of 43.02 (SD = 16.33). The majority identified as White (68.6%), with other
race/ethnicities of Hispanic (12.0%), Black (8.2%), American Indian/Alaskan Native (3.6%),
Asian (1.9%), or other race/ethnicity (5.7%; values not shown in table).
Measures
Marijuana User Type. Users were asked how many days in the past month they had used
marijuana, with options of 0 to 30. Participants who answered 0 were separated into a nonmarijuana using group. Next, marijuana user type was assessed by the question, “When you used
marijuana or hashish during the past 30 days, was it for medical reasons to treat or decrease
symptoms of a health condition, or was it for non-medical reasons to get pleasure or satisfaction
such as excitement, to “fit in” with a group, increased awareness, to forget worries, for fun at a
social gathering.” Possible responses were 1 = only for medical reasons to treat or decrease
symptoms of a health condition, 2 = only for non-medical purposes to get pleasure or
satisfaction, or 3 = both medical and non-medical reasons. Responses were dummy coded into
four marijuana use groups: non-users, medical, recreational, and mixed. Most participants in the
full dataset identified as non-marijuana users (approximately 90%). It should be noted that
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medical users, regardless of the marijuana legalities and their state of residence, should not be
indicative of an authorized medical marijuana prescription from a medical professional. In other
words, people may use marijuana for medical purposes by both legal and illegal means.
To create balanced sample comparison groups, non-marijuana users were randomly selected
from the total population of non-users to match the largest marijuana user group (recreational
only). This resulted in sample sizes of 1,763 non-marijuana users, 1,763 recreational users, 1,217
medical users, and 606 individuals reporting mixed use (both medical and recreational). Random
sampling was done as a function of the SPSS random sample generator, where sampling was
performed without replacement (the same case cannot be selected more than once).
Marijuana Use Frequency. Participants were asked, “During the past 30 days, on how many
days did you use marijuana or hashish?” with responses from 0 to 30.
Physical Health. Physical health was assessed via six survey items. Perception of poor physical
health was assessed by the question of “Now thinking about your physical health, which includes
physical illness and injury, for how many days during the past 30 days was your physical health
not good?” with responses of 0 to 30. Body mass index (BMI) was calculated in the dataset by
dividing the responses of weight measured in pounds by height measured in inches squared.
Sleep hours was assessed by the question of “On average, how many hours of sleep do you get in
a 24-hour period?” with responses of 1 to 24. Alcohol use was measured by participants’
responses to the question of “One drink is equivalent to a 12-ounce beer, a 5-ounce glass of
wine, or a drink with one shot of liquor. During the past 30 days, on the days when you drank,
about how many drinks did you drink on the average?” With responses of 0 to 76. Balanced
meals were assessed by asking how often the individual “couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals”
(1 = never true; 3 = often true).
Mental Health. Mental health was assessed by three items. Poor mental health was indicated by
“Now thinking about your mental health, which includes stress, depression, and problems with
emotions, for how many days during the past 30 days was your mental health not good?” with
responses of 0 to 30. Life satisfaction was measured by asking, “In general, how satisfied are you
with your life?” (1 = very dissatisfied; 4 = very satisfied). Stress was assessed by asking, “Stress
means a situation in which a person feels tense, restless, nervous, or anxious, or is unable to
sleep at night because his/her mind is troubled all the time. Within the last 30 days, how often
have you felt this kind of stress?” (1 = none of the time; 5 = all of the time).
Demographics. Participants were asked a variety of demographic questions. Income was
measured by the question of “What is your annual household income from all sources?”
Responses were coded into eight categories, where 1 was less than $10,000, 2 was $10,000 to
$15,000, 3 was $15,000 to $20,000, 4 was $20,000 to $25,000, 5 was $25,000 to $35,000, 6 was
$35,000 to $50,000, 7 was $50,000 to $75,000, and 8 was more than $75,000. Participants
reported their age with those older than 80 being collapsed into an “80+” category (less than
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.5%). Participants identified their gender as male or female. Participants reported their
race/ethnicity, with options of 1 = White, 2 = Black, 3 = Asian, 4 = American Indian/Alaskan
Native, 5 = Hispanic, or 6 = other race/ethnicity.
Analytic Strategy
First, the random sample of non-marijuana users was compared to the full set of non-marijuana
users on all study variables via t-tests. Results showed no significant differences in the randomly
selected non-marijuana users compared to the larger set of non-users (all p-values above .05, not
shown in table). It should be noted that in all BRFFS questions, participants were given the
option to either refuse the question or answer “I don’t know.” Due to low percentages of these
responses (less than 1% in all analyses), these participants were excluded from analyses. To
analyze differences between marijuana usage groups (recreationally only, medically only, and
mixed), a one-way ANOVA was used with Tukey post-hoc testing to detect group differences.
Next, a series of multiple linear regressions were conducted among study variables with the
dummy-coded marijuana groups as independent variables (non-marijuana groups as reference
group) and health or demographic items as dependent variables. Each regression model
controlled for all other study variables.
Results
Descriptive statistics for study variables along with F-tests and Tukey post-hoc analyses are
shown in Table 1 to determine group differences. With respect to the physical health variables,
the non-marijuana group generally provided healthier responses, getting the most hours of sleep
and reporting the most positive perceptions of their physical health, lowest BMI, and lowest
average alcoholic drinks per day. Notably, the non-marijuana group had the highest scores in the
“could not afford balanced meals” category (higher scores indicating more often instances of not
being able to afford balanced foods). Medical users reported the poorest physical health, with
significantly higher scores in perceptions of poor physical health and BMI, while also reporting
the lowest average hours of sleep. The only significant difference between the recreational and
mixed user groups was perception of physical health, where users in the mixed-use category
indicated significantly poorer physical health.
Similar results were found in the mental health category, with the non-marijuana groups
reporting better perceptions of their mental health and stress, and significantly higher life
satisfaction. Medical users had the poorest perception of their mental health and life satisfaction
and reported the highest degree of stress.
In examining demographic data, the recreational only group reported the highest income, the
lowest age, and the lowest marijuana frequency use (excluding non-users). Medical users
reported the lowest income, non-marijuana users reported the oldest age, and, unsurprisingly, the
mixed-use group reported the highest frequency of marijuana use.
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Table 1. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) by Marijuana User Type
Medical Only

Rec Only

Both Med/Rec

No MJ

Mean

StD

Mean

StD

Mean

StD

Mean

StD

F
Statistic

p-value
for F

Poor physical health

9.07

11.60

2.66

6.25

5.34

9.38

4.21

8.74

129.24

<.001

BMI

27.65

6.80

26.57

5.34

26.35

6.00

28.40

6.16

32.65

<.001

Sleep hours
Avg. drinks a day in past
month

6.74

1.96

7.05

1.52

7.18

1.67

7.17

1.30

5.25

.001

1.77

2.36

2.89

3.52

2.56

3.99

1.08

2.56

111.99

<.001

2.39

.77

2.68

.62

2.56

.68

2.86

.46

50.48

<.001

Poor mental health

9.90

11.53

4.64

8.08

7.83

10.28

3.10

7.77

138.99

<.001

Life satisfaction

3.06

1.13

3.31

.85

3.23

.85

3.45

.72

9.65

<.001

Stress

2.91

1.32

2.18

1.13

2.74

1.26

1.89

1.07

84.24

<.001

Income

4.84

2.43

5.81

2.20

5.49

2.21

5.62

2.26

42.51

<.001

Age

46.45

15.60

40.77

16.49

42.67

16.17

56.90

16.76

281.31

<.001

MJ frequency

16.92

12.18

11.81

11.55

19.89

11.18

.01

.35

1086.08

<.001

Variable

Sig. Group
Differences

Physical health

Could not afford balanced
meals

a > b,c,d;
c > b,d;
d>b
d > a,b,c;
a > b,c
b,c,d > a
b,c > a,d;
a>d
a > b,c,d;
c > a,d;
b>d

Mental health
a > b,c,d;
c > b,d;
d>d
d,b > a
a,c > b,d;
b>d

Demographics
b,d > a,c;
c>a
d > a,b,c;
a > b,c;
c > a,b,d;
a > b,d;
b>d

Note. Significance is bolded. a = Medical Only, b = Rec Only, c = Both Medical and Rec, d = Not a Marijuana User
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Table 2 presents the results of the linear regression analysis. In terms of physical health, being a medical only or mixed user was
significantly associated with poorer perceived physical health, while being a recreational only user was associated with more alcoholic
drinks per day. Regarding mental health, being a medical only or mixed user was associated with significantly higher self-reported
stress. In terms of demographic characteristics, being a medical user was significantly and negatively associated with income. All
three marijuana user categories had significant and negative associations with age (the non-marijuana group was the oldest) and
significant positive associations with frequency of marijuana use.
Table 2. Physical/Mental Health and Demographic Outcomes Predicted by Marijuana Group (Non-Marijuana Users as the
Reference Group)
β

Rec MJ
SE

β

Med MJ
SE

β

Both MJ
SE

Sig.

Sig.

Sig.

R-Sq.

F

Poor physical health

-.02

.68

.637

.08

.82

.034

.08

1.04

.032

.30

19.899

BMI

-.07

.55

.143

-.05

.70

.306

-.01

.84

.757

.07

3.370

Sleep hours

.01

.13

.793

.01

.17

.908

.03

.20

.425

.08

4.012

Avg. drinks a day in past month

.11

.33

.014

.04

.42

.442

.07

.51

.079

.07

3.460

Could not afford balanced meals

-.01

.05

.816

-.02

.06

.538

.01

.07

.689

.33

23.012

Poor mental health

.00

.65

.964

.04

.82

.332

-.03

.99

.395

.40

30.242

Life satisfaction

-.07

.07

.089

-.06

.09

.135

-.02

.11

.588

.20

11.556

Stress

.03

.08

.434

.10

.11

.003

.12

.13

<.001

.44

35.872

Income

-.02

.17

.665

-.09

.21

.026

-.04

.26

.321

.31

20.445

Age

-.27

1.30

<.001

-.13

1.69

.001

-.11

2.04

.002

.32

21.789

Physical health

Mental health

Demographics

MJ frequency
.42
.81
<.001
.50
.99
<.001
.50
1.17
<.001
.41
Note. Coefficients are standardized. Significance is bolded. All regression control for marijuana groups, all health outcomes, race/ethnicity, and gender.
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Discussion
This study aimed to compare the demographic, mental health, and physical health characteristics
of medical and recreational marijuana users, as well as individuals who used marijuana for both
medical and recreational purposes. There were some similarities in user groups but also several
important differences. Overall, non-users reported being healthier in terms of both physical and
mental health characteristics. Individuals using marijuana for medical purposes reported the
poorest overall health. This is not necessarily unexpected considering users may have a medical
condition to which marijuana is used to medically aid symptoms. A number of health conditions
for which marijuana is prescribed tend to be comorbid (Sexton et al., 2016), which further
compounds their health challenges. However, while appropriately prescribed marijuana may
alleviate some symptoms from one or more of these health conditions, less is known about
adverse side effects related to specific health conditions and the holistic impact of marijuana use
on a person’s total health (physical and psychosocial). Studies have consistently linked
marijuana use with a host of physical and mental health problems ranging from mild to clinical
in severity (Patton et al., 2002; Volkow et al., 2014).
Given that medical marijuana users were the least healthy and reported the highest stress and
lowest income, future research is needed on whether these individuals increase their marijuana
use to include recreational use and become mixed users as a method of coping with the
combination of health, emotional, and quality of life problems. While many individuals enjoy the
benefits of marijuana without consequence, studies have also shown evidence of potential
harmful sequelae. There appears to be a subset of individuals who experience greater life stress
who may be more likely to use marijuana for stress-coping purposes, which in turn, leads to
chronic use (Hyman & Sinha, 2009). This chronic use has shown associations with decisionmaking deficits, which may exacerbate compulsive drug-seeking and sensitize individuals to
stress-related substance use (Hyman & Sinha, 2009). Thus, although this is among the first
nationally-representative studies to examine unique marijuana user groups in terms of health and
well-being, it is critical that future studies track user groups over time to understand the
implications of transitioning into medical or recreational user groups, and particularly
transitioning to mixed use with greater frequency of marijuana consumption.
A limitation of this study that warrants consideration is the motivation behind and legitimacy of
individuals’ marijuana use. Specifically, people who reported medical marijuana use could have
received a prescription for documented health ailments; however, they could also have acquired
the prescription through dishonest methods. Similarly, although several people reported their
marijuana use as recreational, it is possible that their recreational use is actually self-medicating
for a health condition for which they have not obtained a legal prescription for use (i.e., medical
use is framed as recreational because they are self-medicating) and thus rating their mental health
as better relative to medical users. Though some states have seen a legal shift in acquiring
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marijuana for medical purposes, the BRFSS data does not denote if the acquisition of marijuana
was legally prescribed – an area that warrants future research.
As most states now have legal medical marijuana use and an increasing number of states are
moving toward legalized recreational use, the population of marijuana users will likely continue
to grow with changing social norms (Berke & Gould, 2018; Fairman, 2016; Gallup, 2018). It is
imperative to understand the profiles of the various marijuana groups, as studies suggest a rise in
the number of adults with marijuana use disorders (Hasin et al., 2015). Additionally, knowing the
profiles of marijuana users presenting in the community or in clinics for care can inform patient
treatment or referral to resources within the community. Results suggest that individuals
receiving prescriptions for medical marijuana may have the most significant health concerns
(physical and mental) and the most limited resources for managing them, which will compound
over time to further deteriorate their well-being and quality of life (Wickrama et al., 2016).
Legalized marijuana use is also shifting youth perceptions of the drug as a safer and more
commonly used substance than previous generations believed, yet they have limited-to-no
understanding of the significant and multi-systemic health problems that users, especially youth,
face (Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, 2016; Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2018; Johnston et al., 2017; Moreno et al., 2014; Volkow et al., 2014).
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As Extension assumes a more prominent role in health promotion efforts at the
national and local levels, it is increasingly important to build strong, sustainable
partnerships with organizations that address health and health disparities across
the socio-ecological model. Given the role that the built environment plays in
fostering and impeding health and physical activity, we argue that state and local
Extension staff should build and maintain strong partnerships with organizations
that carry out this work at the national, state, and local levels, such as Parks and
Recreation departments. This article presents a case study of how Extension staff
in one North Carolina county built strong and sustainable partnerships with
Parks and Recreation to create and enhance access to places to be active,
particularly in low-income and communities of color. Drawing on this case study,
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Introduction
Increasingly, Extension has assumed a more prominent role in health promotion efforts at
national and local levels, most notably in the areas of access to healthy foods and safe places to
be active. These efforts have contributed to the goal of increasing the health of Americans across
the lifespan (Braun et al., 2014). A recent study of Extension faculty, agents, and administrators
identified three ways that Extension staff aim to engage in health promotion efforts by (a)
educating community residents about health, (b) taking a “systems”-based approach to address
health across the socio-ecological model, and (c) leveraging the assets of the land-grant system
to build evidence-based practices (Remley et al., 2018). As state and local Extension staff build
their expertise and programming in health promotion, there is a need for strong partnerships
across organizations and sectors to build collective impacts and address the complexity of public
health issues in local communities.
Recognizing that social-, community-, and built environment-level factors influence
physical activity and health, the Community Guide to Preventive Services recommends
physical activity strategies that “increase the diversity and proximity of local destinations
where people live, work, and spend their recreation and leisure time” (Community
Preventive Services Task Force, 2016, para. 4). Given that the built environment can foster
or impede health and physical activity efforts (Smith et al., 2017), we argue that state and
local Extension staff need to build and sustain strong partnerships with organizations that
have historically been at the forefront of built environment efforts, such as Parks and
Recreation Departments. The research reported here provides a case study detailing how
Extension staff in one North Carolina (NC) county built partnerships with Parks and
Recreation to help local communities increase access to places to be active. We outline
several best practices that can help facilitate this type of partnership, based on experience
from a two-year community-based research and Extension project at NC State University.
Background
National physical activity frameworks are based on the socio-ecological model, which affirms
that health behaviors should address multiple levels of influence, such as individual (e.g.,
genetics, age, gender, race/ethnicity, knowledge and skills, health beliefs, and personal
preferences); inter-personal (e.g., family, friends, and peers); organizational (institutions and
organization characteristics and formal and informal rules and regulations); community
(relationships between organizations and institutions, which can include early care and
education, schools, healthcare, worksites, parks, and the food environment); and societal (e.g.,
local, state, and federal policies, such as agricultural policies, food systems, transportation)
(Institute of Medicine, 2012; National Physical Activity Plan Alliance, 2016). A key tenet of
this approach is that effective interventions should seek integration across each level of
influence. Ultimately, as recognized by several major health organizations, successful physical
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activity interventions require coordinated multi-level, multi-sectoral partnerships (National
Physical Activity Plan Alliance, 2016; Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, n.d.).
Increasing access to parks is a key strategy to improve physical activity outcomes on a
population level (Smith et al., 2017). However, research shows that families who live in low
socioeconomic status (SES) neighborhoods and/or communities with a higher percentage of
African American and/or Latinx families have less access to recreation facilities and amenities
and are less likely to be physically active (Engelberg et al., 2016; Hume et al., 2005). However,
even underserved neighborhoods have schools and other facilities such as recreation centers,
faith communities, and public and private open spaces that may be used for recreation (Edwards
et al., 2014; Hardison-Moody et al., 2017; Kanters et al., 2014; Young et al., 2014). Strong
local, state, and national partnerships are necessary to increase access to safe places to be active,
particularly in rural, low-income, and communities of color. Parks and Recreation Departments
are a vital partner in this work, as they have facilities, programs, reach, and expertise that can
play an important role in increasing the built-environment for physical activity (Community
Preventive Services Task Force, 2016).
Given the importance of increasing access to places to be active, and the national emphasis
Cooperative Extension is currently placing on health, partnerships with Parks and
Recreation Departments could have broad impacts on community health. Extension staff
have partnered with Parks and Recreation Departments to increase programmatic impacts,
but these results are limited (Gossett, 2012). Extension has increasingly adopted systemslevel approaches to address health and health disparities, for example, by adopting a
Health In All Policies approach, which advocates “promoting health, equity, and
sustainability; supporting inter-sectoral collaboration; benefiting multiple partners;
engaging stakeholders; and creating structural or process changes” (Walsh et al., 2018, p.
42).
However, as others have noted, state and local Extension staff are sometimes hesitant to
adopt systems-level approaches to health promotion and may need additional training and
support to adapt their work beyond traditional direct education (Smathers et al., 2018;
Walsh et al., 2018). In what follows, we detail how one county Extension office built and
sustained strong partnerships with their local Parks and Recreation Department to increase
access to physical activity for low-income residents across their county. We utilize a case
study approach (Yin, 1994), highlighting one county’s work to provide an in-depth
understanding of how and why Extension can effectively partner with Parks and
Recreation Departments to improve health.
Health Matters: Integrating Extension and Parks and Recreation
In 2016, NC State University received a grant from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), designated specifically for land grant universities, to work in four counties
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with adult obesity rates greater than 40% at the time of the award. The goal of the grant, titled
Health Matters, was to build on NC Cooperative Extension’s strong local networks across the
state to positively improve access to healthy foods and places to be active.
Health Matters addressed change across multiple levels of the socio-ecological model and built
on each community’s existing strengths, in accordance with asset-oriented, community-based
participatory approaches (CBPA; Emery & Flora, 2006; Jakes et al., 2015). Throughout the
two-year grant, county Extension staff in four North Carolina counties engaged with 147 partners
to implement 79 evidence or practice-based projects to promote healthy eating and physical
activity, primarily in African American and Latinx communities. In what follows, we describe
projects implemented in one county (County A), where Extension staff partnered with one
town’s Parks and Recreation Director to implement park improvements, trail enhancements, and
wayfinding signage (to orient residents to walkable or bikeable destinations) that impacted
thousands of county residents. We draw upon observations, notes, and the formal evaluation
activities of the Health Matters project to provide a case study of how one county Extension
office built and sustained strong partnerships with Parks and Recreation Departments to increase
access to physical activity for residents across their county.
County A Case Study
County A is an economically distressed county with persistent health disparities. The annual
average salary for county residents ($33,487) is less than the state average, and 45% of families
with children under five live in poverty (compared to 23% in North Carolina). Fifty-seven
percent of the county is African American. At the time of intervention, the adult obesity rate
was 36%, and 31% of residents report no leisure-time physical activity (UNC Healthy Futures,
2018.). The county seat contains a historically low-income, predominantly African-American
neighborhood with the largest park damaged during two major hurricanes in 1999 and 2016.
Community Assessment
At the onset of the project, staff and collaborators at the state and local levels developed a spatial
map of the distribution of community assets in County A. Maps included the location of schools,
parks, food outlets (including those accepting SNAP/EBT), faith communities, sites with known
shared use agreements, streets, and major highways. State and local Extension staff used these maps
to identify regional concentrations of resources, needs, and community assets. From these maps,
County A’s Extension staff identified key informants they could interview to learn more about the
community needs and assets identified in the mapping process. To measure the impacts of park
improvement projects cited in this article, faculty used ArcGIS version 10.5 (ESRI, Redlands, CA)
to calculate the number of people (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017) living within a 1-mile radius of park
sites (Cohen et al., 2012).
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Local Extension staff conducted ten semi-structured interviews with key informants to discuss their
role and work in the community and their perspectives on the community’s current needs, priorities,
and assets. The interviews helped project staff identify points of leverage and existing projects that
could be expanded or enhanced to promote health, particularly in disadvantaged communities or
areas of the county that were identified in the mapping process as areas with a high concentration of
community assets and/or need.
The Parks and Recreation Department and the physical parks and recreation facilities in the county
were identified as potential points of leverage in County A by key informants. However, informants
also indicated that these resources were not utilized by everyone in the town or county. As one
informant in County A said, “Our community has a lot of activities for children through the [Parks
and] Recreation Department, t-ball and softball and baseball and football and basketball and soccer
but it’s the same little group of kids in all of it and a lot of our children aren’t being reached.”
Several key informants from this county talked about transportation barriers for residents in rural
municipalities, who could not travel to Parks and Recreation facilities in neighboring counties or
cities to be active.
Building Partnerships
In addition to carrying out a county-level assessment, local Extension staff joined existing county
coalitions dedicated to healthy eating and physical activity, where they met local partners
dedicated to this work and learned about existing action plans and projects that they could leverage
and extend through this grant. While the breadth of the coalitions’ work went beyond the strategies
outlined in the Health Matters’ work plan, Extension staff attended regular coalition meetings and
relevant subcommittee meetings to effectively integrate Extension’s resources into the coalitions’
and coalition partners’ existing work and leverage partner resources to increase community
impact. In many cases, Extension staff facilitated connections between coalition members with
outside organizations and businesses. One key partnership that emerged through this assessment
period and partnership building phase was with Town A’s Parks and Recreation Department.
Gaps in recreation and park services, particularly for communities of color and poor
neighborhoods, were identified through the key informant interview process in County A.
Extension staff identified a park in a low-income area of the town that had been damaged in recent
floods, and, according to anecdotal interviews and conversations with local residents carried out
by Extension staff in the neighborhood, was not being used because it was run down. As part of
the Health Matters project, Extension staff in County A reached out to the Parks and Recreation
Director to discuss the park and identify renovation needs. The grant supported new playground
equipment, renovation of a walking trail, and informational signage to encourage park usage. The
town was able to pay for the installation of the signage and the equipment. The town’s Parks and
Recreation Department agreed to maintain these upgraded facilities to ensure increased access to
the park after the grant ended. Additionally, the park was promoted and used by the adjacent
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community center and a nearby middle school. The park was within one mile for 3,150 individuals
(1,313 families) in one of the town’s poorest neighborhoods.
By working together on the park enhancements, Parks and Recreation and Extension staff began
to identify other areas of the town where low-income families lacked opportunities to engage
children in play and physical activity. Working closely with the county manager and staff, they
applied for and received a grant from a North Carolina foundation to enhance an existing town
trail, adding self-guided activities to encourage walking and recreation. In addition to providing
community access to an enhanced trail (1,700 people within a one-mile radius), this grant
brought about a new partnership between the county government and the town, who work
together to support trail maintenance and supplies.
These successes led Extension and Parks and Recreation staff to pursue other opportunities to
increase access to physical activity. Along with other town and county partners, they applied for
and received a wayfinding grant from the NC Division of Public Health.
Recent studies have highlighted the importance of wayfinding as an integral element of
increasing physical activity among low-income, rural communities. Specifically, in rural
communities, visible directional signage on marked trails can help residents feel safer and more
comfortable walking in natural areas (Kegler et al., 2015). Town and county partners used grant
funding to install wayfinding signage to promote connectivity and walkability throughout the
county seat, highlighting organizations and locations to which residents could walk or bike along
the route, within a 5 to 15-minute time span, using materials developed by the NC Division of
Public Health (Move More Walk Now NC, n.d.). The Parks and Recreation Department funded
the installation and maintenance of signage, and the wayfinding signage campaign became a part
of the town’s pedestrian master plan. Approximately 7,500 residents live within a 1-mile radius
of a point on the wayfinding route in the town.
These collaborations in County A between Extension and Parks and Recreation staff have
prompted a more formal partnership between town and county leaders, who have formed an adhoc county task force to create a Parks and Recreation Department for the entire county (not just
the county seat). This county task force is continuing the assessment of county resources,
assets, and needs.
They have recently administered a county-level survey to assess resident interest and input on
parks and recreation planning in the county and will conduct park audits to assess the usability
and functionality of county, municipal, and shared-use spaces for physical activity across the
county in the future. These assessments serve to guide the creation of a parks and recreation
master plan, which they were in the process of creating with the support of Recreation
Resource Services (RRS), the nation’s oldest technical assistance and applied research program
for Parks and Recreation agencies in North Carolina.
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Best Practices and Lessons Learned
Researchers have noted that to effectively engage in successful health promotion work,
Extension must move beyond “stakeholder” models and embrace “partnerships” with other
organizations that are doing health promotion work in the communities they serve (Buys &
Koukel, 2018). Building partnerships at the local level requires mutual respect and trust to
achieve a shared goal or vision. Through conversations with local Extension staff, we have
identified several best practices to effectively partner with local Parks and Recreation
Departments and staff.
1. Assess the community: This project began with a community mapping and key

informant interview process that allowed county staff to gain a better understanding of
the resources, assets, and needs of the communities where they lived. In County A, the
identification of Parks and Recreation Department resources as a strong but
underutilized resource provided a point of leverage for county staff to reach out to the
Parks and Recreation Department to talk about how to encourage usage of parks and
increase physical activity in low-income and communities of color.
2. Build and maintain strong partnerships and shared goals: At the start of the grant,
Extension staff in County A reached out to the town’s Parks and Recreation Director to
share information about project funding, findings from the community assessment, and
discuss ways that the two organizations might work together to improve health. The
two organizations quickly realized that they shared many of the same commitments to
health equity. Both also approached health from a socio-ecological perspective.
3. Leverage existing resources: Extension and Parks and Recreation staff discussed how

their partnership and limited grant funds could be leveraged to apply for additional
grants and build support for health programming among town and county leaders.
Together, they leveraged $94,102 through donations of materials and time from local
vendors and other community partners (public health, local nonprofits) and created
buy-in from town and county leaders for more comprehensive initiatives like
wayfinding and parks and recreation master planning.
Like Extension, Parks and Recreation staff are often focused on direct educational
and/or recreation-based programming and struggle to identify ways that their
organizations can affect change across systems. By working together, these local
partners were able to address health across the socio-ecological spectrum. For example,
the local park enhancement was implemented in a park adjacent to a park and
recreation community center that hosts after-school programming. In addition to
improving the park, Extension staff were able to work with Parks and Recreation staff
at the center to increase healthy food offerings for the children served there, building
on the expertise of local Extension agents in foods and nutrition. Staff at both
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organizations leveraged their institutional knowledge and programming expertise to
increase access and improve knowledge within their local communities.
4. Connect state and local staff: It is important to note that these local partnerships have

been encouraged and supported by state-level staff in Extension and through state-level
parks and recreation organizations. The Health Matters project is multidisciplinary and
includes faculty from the Department of Agricultural and Human Sciences and
Department of Parks, Recreation, and Tourism Management (PRTM) at NC State
University. PRTM faculty helped NC State Extension faculty to engage state-level
partners like (a) the North Carolina Recreation and Park Association (NCRPA), a
nonprofit education and advocacy organization dedicated to the advancement of the
park, recreation, and leisure professions and (b) Recreation Resources Service (RRS), a
technical assistance program for park and recreation agencies in North Carolina.
NCRPA staff and NC State Extension faculty have co-presented at Extension and parks
and recreation conferences, helping over 120 Extension agents and parks and recreation
professionals better understand how sustained engagement can enhance health
promotion work. Additionally, RRS worked closely with Extension staff in County A,
providing resources and technical assistance to aid in the creation of a parks and
recreation master plan. This university-level partnership has increased local Extension
staff’s capacity to engage their parks and recreation counterparts, which is necessary as
this work spreads throughout North Carolina in the coming years.
Limitations
As other Extension professionals seek to reach out to and partner with Parks and Recreation
Departments in their areas, it is important to highlight challenges to this work. One challenge is
that not all towns or counties have Park and Recreation Departments. For example, while the
staff on this grant were able to work closely with Town A’s Parks and Recreation Director, the
county does not have a Parks and Recreation Department, which means that many of the
smaller municipalities do not have access to the human resources and recreation services that
are available in the county seat. However, the partnerships developed through this grant have
led to a county-wide parks and recreation planning process, and the focus of that work is on
bringing resources to communities that do not have access to resources available in the county
seat or neighboring city.
Additionally, other Parks and Recreation Departments might not share the same commitments
to health or health disparities that are evident in this town and through this partnership. We
recommend working closely with state-level partners, like Recreation Resources Service or the
North Carolina Recreation and Park Association, to make a case for partnership at the local
level with their affiliates.
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Conclusions
Extension, through the National Framework for Health and Wellness (Braun et al., 2014), has
committed to engaging in community health initiatives that aim to have a large-scale impact on
public health, emphasizing the need to address health behaviors across the socio-ecological
model. For this work to be effective, Extension faculty and staff must build strong, sustainable
partnerships with organizations that already have a vested interest in improving community
health outcomes. Parks and Recreation Departments and staff are key stakeholders in this work
and should be engaged in Extension efforts to improve physical activity outcomes among our
constituents. Through Health Matters, NC State Extension staff and faculty implemented
numerous physical activity interventions that impacted thousands of individuals through strong
partnerships with state and local Parks and Recreation Departments. For these effects to be
replicated nationally, additional training and support are needed for local Extension staff to build
and sustain long-term relationships with these vital state and county partners.
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Developing a Partnership Mindset in Extension 4-H Programs
Betsy Olson Minnaert
Jessica Pierson Russo
Margo Herman
University of Minnesota Extension
Partnering has become a growing strategy within the Minnesota Extension 4-H
program to support a strong organizational commitment to reach all youth with
opportunities to learn, lead, and contribute. A partnership approach requires
recognizing the unique contexts in which youth live. Since not all communities are
the same, adaptable partnership approaches are essential to developing programs
that are responsive to diverse communities. These approaches require staff skills
and perspectives that recognize how, with partnerships, we can do better together
what each entity could not do alone. Staff with a partnership mindset help pave
that pathway. To learn about what a partnership mindset entails and how
organizations can support its development, the authors completed a literature
review and collected survey data from 32 4-H staff who had successfully
developed viable community partnerships to support youth programming in
Minnesota, reaching new and typically underserved audiences. Merging youth
development research with our survey results, we found that a partnership
mindset included persistent effort, effective relationship skills, transparent
communication methods, and adaptability. We also learned that organizations
can support successful partnership building when they remain adaptable to the
needs of varying community contexts and actively provide resources for staff.
Keywords: partnership mindset, 4-H, skill-building, reaching under-served
audiences, organizational partnerships
Introduction
Strong partnerships help organizations expand the potential audience for their programs, which
adds value to their programming. Minnesota Extension 4-H has an organizational commitment to
reach all youth with a mission to increase the quality, availability, and impact of community
learning opportunities for youth. Partnerships are an essential way for 4-H leaders to accomplish
their mission with young people from diverse cultures, incomes, races, religions, and geography.
Partnerships help leaders reach youth who may otherwise be inaccessible.
The authors investigated why some staff were more successful than others in building quality
partnerships by asking participants, “what perspectives help staff build effective partnerships
with other organizations?” This research brief identifies participants’ perspectives that
Address correspondence to Betsy Olson Minnaert at betolson@umn.edu
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contribute to successfully accomplishing these tasks. How staff perceive partnerships—their
attitude and interest level in forming them—can profoundly impact the development and
maintenance of successful collaborations. The authors conducted a literature review of relevant
youth development research and surveyed their 4-H colleagues. The literature review highlighted
specific conditions that strengthen organizational partnerships. The researcher-developed survey
asked staff questions related to the personal strengths they called upon to successfully partner
with other organizations. The survey results contribute to a better understanding of what factors
define what the authors call a partnership mindset. A partnership mindset is made up of
practitioners’ internal perspectives that are commonly recognized as essential for creating
conditions for effective partnerships.
The literature supports the results of the survey, illuminating four perspectives essential to
developing effective partnerships with community organizations (Bringle et al., 2009; Dorado &
Giles, 2004; Gazley et al., 2013; Judd & Adams, 2008; Miller, 2008; Noam & Tillinger, 2004;
Thompson & Jesiek, 2017). These four perspectives include
•
•
•
•

propensity for persistent effort,
attention to building relationships with a partner,
transparent communication, and
adaptability.

More specifically, the literature delineates the specific nature of relationships that result in
effective partnerships. These variables complement the skills reported by survey respondents.
Because the context in which staff are operating impacts effective partnerships, the authors’
research also revealed three work environment characteristics important to supporting
partnership building. Although work environment characteristics were not part of the original
research question, the data from both the survey and the literature review strongly pointed to the
important role that organizations play in providing an environment that supports partnership
building (Dorado & Giles, 2004; Gazley et al., 2013; Judd & Adams, 2008; Noam & Tillinger,
2004; Thompson & Jesiek, 2017). These work environment characteristics include
•
•
•

support for staff time to pursue partnerships,
flexible structures and policies, and
well communicated organizational benefits to partnership participation.

When staff have a partnership mindset and a work environment with the characteristics listed
above, there is evidence that impactful organizational partnerships can more readily be built and
maintained.
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Methodology
The first step was a literature review exploring the proposed research question. The results
helped influence the questions the authors asked in the survey of 4-H staff to better understand
what a partnership mindset entails.
The survey was designed to help understand what perspectives help staff build effective
partnerships with other organizations. To answer this research question, the authors collected
data from 4-H staff who have demonstrated effective partnership building. Five key informants
identified 53 staff that had relevant experience building organizational partnerships in their work.
The authors developed the survey to understand how staff perspectives relate to the development
and successful implementation of new partnerships. The survey included a particular focus on
organizational partnerships that reach new and underserved audiences with 4-H programming.
Survey questions asked about the mindset and skillset necessary for developing effective
partnerships, what specific perspectives respondents thought were most critical, what made the
partnership successful, and what challenges they experienced. Sixty-five percent of the survey
questions were open-ended, providing a text box for participants to describe, in their own words,
their experiences and expertise. The survey is provided in the Appendix.
Respondents were sent an email request to participate in the electronic survey with an
explanation related to how they were selected for participation and a description of how the
survey results would be used. Two reminders were sent to those who did not complete the
survey. A hyperlink was provided, allowing respondents to opt-out. The authors received 32
responses (60% return rate). Eighty-nine percent of the respondents were women. Over half had
worked in 4-H for less than four years and the majority identified as non-Hispanic white. The
survey did not ask about youth development experience outside of work with 4-H. Respondents
predominantly worked in urban counties, with only 21% (n = 7) working in rural counties as
defined by Egbert and Brauer (2017).
The authors utilized the constant comparison qualitative analysis method (Leech &
Onwuegbuzie, 2008) to analyze the open-ended survey responses. First, survey responses were
placed in a table, and identifying characteristics were removed by staff not involved in the
research. Second, all three authors reviewed the survey responses and developed independent
themes in the open coding process. This inductive approach to analysis was chosen because all
the authors had practical experience in organizational partnership building. Next, data were
coded with a descriptive coding matrix built from axial coding or grouping the codes into similar
categories. The coding matrix was created by matching the themes of the independent coding
processes across all three authors. Finally, the codes were independently verified through
additional analysis by an external evaluation expert to monitor for bias. The external evaluator
conducted an independent open coding process, and then themes were compared. Three themes
were eliminated because the external evaluator did not independently identify these categories.
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As a final step, the literature review was revisited to identify what within the survey results was
supported by scholarly works. This is how the four perspectives and skills were identified.
Results
Interpreted results identified four personal perspectives, defined below, that staff consistently
utilized when developing organizational partnerships. The analysis also identified three
characteristics of the working environment that employers can provide to facilitate effective
organizational partnerships. The definitions of these perspectives and characteristics are based on
how survey participants described their experiences in building partnerships.
Four Partnership Mindset Perspectives
•

•

•

•

Persistence: Continued effort dedicated toward a course of action, specifically not
giving up and possessing the determination to “get it done.”
o Example quote: “Never stop with one not right now. Always check back to
see if there are needs that can be met from 4-H.”
Attention to relationship building: Focus on elements that build interpersonal
relationships, including trust, cooperatively defined mutual benefit, and noticing
opportunities to interact.
o Example quote: “Developing relationships, seeing where I could collaborate
with other groups, and how 4-H could fit in.”
Transparent approach to communication: Initiating and maintaining “open
communication” between organizations utilizing proactive communication strategies
as well as “active listening.”
o Example quote: “Communicate, communicate, communicate. Be transparent
and make others aware of your needs.”
Adaptability: Remaining open to new ideas, flexibility, and working to fit programs
into the constraints of each organization.
o Example quote: “Creative problem solving…finding a way to compromise.”

Three Work Environment Characteristics
•

•

Support for staff time: Staff have confidence that the organization allows for the
time-consuming work of initiating and maintaining effective organizational
partnerships.
o Example quote: “It is important work, but it takes much time and energy.”
Flexible structures and policies: Policies and procedures (e.g., partnership
agreements, enrollment structures) can adapt to meet the unique needs of each
community and allow for innovation.
o Example quote: “4-H has had to think differently about how to program in a
variety of settings.”
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Well-communicated organizational benefits: Staff understand and have access to
clear information and documentation explaining the benefits that the organization
offers partners.
o Example quote: “[an obstacle is] a lack of understanding of what 4-H can
offer—we get there, but it takes more time sharing ALL that 4-H can offer
beyond the ‘traditional’ ideas and ideals of 4-H.”

Whereas participants identified each of these perspectives and workplace characteristics
independently of one another, the authors’ analysis shows and literature supports that they are
also interconnected. For instance, respondents mention persistence or perseverance
independently on seven occasions; respondents also mentioned repeat attempts to communicate,
highlighting the interconnection between persistence and communication on three occasions.
Findings also demonstrate that staff relied upon the organization they work for to provide an
effective context in which to seek out and work with organizational partnerships. Respondents
noted that support from colleagues (including supervisors), as well as a recognition of the time it
takes to develop relationships and trust, supports the growth and maintenance of organizational
partnerships, whereas a lack of such support and recognition of time makes partnership building
difficult. Staff also recognized that in order to adapt to the needs of the partner, they need
structures and policies that can adapt to and support new ideas and ways of working. Finally,
respondents noted the importance of well-communicated organizational benefits where staff are
provided a narrative that they can use to educate partners about 4-H.
Discussion
The authors defined a partnership mindset as a set of perspectives that results in the ability and
the will to build quality collaborations where both parties achieve greater outcomes than they
could alone. Using this definition, the key components of this mindset can be outlined by
merging current literature with practical experience. As this discussion section will show, the
survey results supported the literature by identifying perspectives that matched the relationship
building characteristics identified by literature as influential in creating strong organizational
partnerships (Bringle et al., 2009; Dorado & Giles, 2004; Gazley et al., 2013; Judd & Adams,
2008; Thompson & Jesiek, 2017). In addition, survey respondents reported utilizing these
practices and recognized that organizations play a critical role in carving time for staff to initiate,
maintain, and ensure the success of partnerships.
Relationship Building Core to Effective Partnerships
Practitioners and literature alike recognize that effective relationship building is an essential part
of successful organizational partnerships. Research has demonstrated the critical role of
relationships in very specific terms. Bringle et al. (2009) relate organizational partnerships to a
series of interpersonal relationships, the strength and quality of which depend on the degree to
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which they express closeness, equity, and integrity. They determine closeness based on how
often the individuals interact, the diversity of what they do in those interactions, and how much
influence they have on each other. Equity is determined by how equal each person perceives the
interactions and outcomes of the partnership. Relationships with integrity are those that ensure
they are working from a common set of values.
Respondents of the survey described effective partnerships as those with mutually defined goals
and outcomes. The framework laid out by Bringle et al. (2009) helps us see the spectrum of
outcomes that partnerships can have and which characteristics are necessary for parties to
achieve mutually beneficial outcomes. They identify a spectrum of outcomes ranging from
exploitation (one or both parties using each other for personal gain), transaction (the execution of
goals), to transformation (the achievement of something greater than expected). Gazley et al.
(2013) and Judd and Adams (2008) also highlight the importance of mutually defined goals and
outcomes, which are necessary for transactional partnerships and transformational partnerships.
Literature and the survey respondents both clearly identified the critical role collaboration around
goals and outcomes plays in effective partnerships.
A prominent theme in the research reported here, as well as in the literature review, is the critical
role of staff persistence in effective partnerships (Bringle et al., 2009; Dorado & Giles, 2004;
Gazley et al., 2013; Judd & Adams, 2008; Noam & Tillinger, 2004). Judd and Adams (2008)
found that commitment is “the most important key to success of the partnership” (p. 120).
Commitment in this context is notably similar to the persistence described by survey
respondents. Active engagement over time, or persistent engagement, is critical to sustaining a
partnership beyond a single project or interaction (Dorado & Giles, 2004). The survey
participants stressed the importance of perseverance and continued ongoing connections with
partners. These practices are the mechanisms by which staff indicate a commitment.
Communication is intertwined with commitment and persistence since communication is a
critical facilitator of collaborative relationships (Bringle et al., 2009; Dorado & Giles, 2004;
Gazley et al., 2013; Judd & Adams, 2008; Noam & Tillinger, 2004). However, communication is
about more than frequency, which relates to persistence and commitment. Relevant research
indicates that it is imperative that staff collect critical information, distribute it to all who need to
know, and ensure that information is seen as authentic (Miller, 2008; Judd & Adams, 2008).
These transparent communication strategies are an essential part of “effective partnership
programs” (Judd & Adams, 2008, p. 121).
An aspect of partnerships that connects with youth development and out-of-school-time
programming in a unique way is adaptability. As Noam and Tillinger (2004) pointed out, afterschool programming “does not typically produce neat steps in progression” and has a great
“potential for creativity.” This requires staff to adapt in order to effectively respond to this
creative and messy environment. In addition, partnerships by their very nature include multiple
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organizational and community cultures. Navigating these cultures requires the adaptability of the
staff involved (Miller, 2008) to be responsive to the unique convergence of the partners.
The Role of the Organization
Even when staff possess a partnership mindset, their efforts can become lost in an organization
with no will or structure to support it (Noam & Tillinger, 2004; Thompson & Jesiek, 2017).
Because partnerships are based on relationships, two critical elements to provide space for
relationships, namely staff constancy and persistence, are key to making continued progress. Yet
Noam and Tillinger (2004) point out that one of the primary challenges to collaborations is the
inability or unwillingness of organizations to dedicate staff time to supporting and sustaining the
partnership. Adaptability is also a necessity (Gorski et al. 2015; Noam & Tillinger, 2004;
Thompson & Jesiek, 2017). We cannot expect to succeed in partnerships if we remain within the
confines of our own narrow program parameters. Through negotiation and compromise, partners
can develop solid mutually beneficial goals, thus reaching a higher level of collaboration and
transformation (Noam & Tillinger, 2004). When there is a strong organizational will to dedicate
time and resources to partnerships, barriers (such as lack of resources, shared mission/goals,
clarity of roles and cultural norms, and mechanisms for communication) can be minimized.
Thus, the authors found that both an individual and an organizational mindset towards
partnerships is essential to building successful collaborations.
Limitations
A purposive sample, like the one used for this study, is common when looking to gain a deeper
understanding of inter-organization dynamics and professional skills. However, this type of
sampling can narrow the generalizability of results due to the similar backgrounds of
respondents. The respondents in this study are likely to have worked together and have
knowledge of each other’s work. This level of closeness among participants increases the risk
that the organization’s culture and its approach to organizational partnerships may bias the
results. The purposive sample was necessary to ensure that respondents had tangible experience
in developing partnerships.
The results rely on self-reported data, and responses cannot be verified independently. Therefore,
attribution, exaggeration of skills, and selective memory may have influenced the data collected.
The majority of respondents were female, highly educated (bachelor’s degree or higher), and
white. The lack of gender and racial diversity is likely to influence the findings and may limit the
applicability of practices identified in the data analysis. Staff turnover at youth development
organizations influences this research as well. What the authors define as sustainable
partnerships in this environment is influenced by the typically short tenure of youth development
staff, as well as the complex nature of program sustainability itself (Center for Public Health
Systems Science, 2018).
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Further research would be needed to investigate whether the themes are reflected in other
organizations’ experiences and in different cultural contexts. Observational data would help to
further this line of research by providing evidence to verify self-reported data. Observations
could be done by people who work with staff who are successfully building partnerships and
who understand the approach of successful staff (e.g., supervisors, partnering organizations, or
colleagues). Observations could also be conducted by objective observers/researchers.
Investigating partnerships outside of higher education contexts would help broaden the
applicability of this type of research.
Implications/Recommendations
There are several methods for encouraging the development of a partnership mindset that an
organization can implement. For instance, practical experience in the field is often the best way
for staff to learn the skills and resources needed to develop effective organizational partnerships.
Training can decrease the amount of experience required for staff to become effective. However,
the perspectives and skills that were most prevalent from the survey (flexibility, adaptability, and
persistence) are those that may be harder to teach in a course than they are gained through
experience. Staff who completed the survey indicated that they felt the most success in building
partnerships when they had organizational support to do so. The survey found that staff
experience the tension between the responsibilities of their regular workload and the unique
demands of supporting organizational partnerships. To help relieve this tension, staff
acknowledged that they need additional support from mentors, supervisors, and organizational
leaders, and literature reinforces this as a need (Miller, 2008; Noam & Tillinger, 2004;
Thompson & Jesiek, 2017). This support involves time for administrative tasks specific to
partnerships, such as contracts and program agreements, as well as support for creating networks
and working through obstacles. In addition, the survey results showed that organizations should
equip staff with a deep understanding of mission and the competitive advantage their
programming has in the field, provide opportunities for them to network internally and
externally, and mentor and encourage them to try new things and practice partnering skills.
Organization adaptability and flexibility are essential for partnerships to take root (Gorski et al.,
2015; Noam & Tillinger, 2004; Thompson & Jesiek, 2017). The authors contend that for an
organization to be sufficiently flexible requires a level of organizational humility—a recognition
that to stay relevant, we need to constantly and consistently review structures and supports to
ensure that they meet the needs we profess to impact. We need to better understand the critical
role that the organization plays in providing a foundation for staff with whom to partner
successfully.
Conclusions
A partnership mindset is a set of perspectives that result in the ability and the will to build quality
collaborations where both parties achieve greater outcomes than they could alone. Organizations
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that establish the right work environment for building partnerships can support staff in creating
an effective mindset for doing so. From the most skilled partnership builders, the authors learned
that a partnership mindset includes a propensity for persistent effort, effective relationship skills,
transparent communication, and adaptability. The authors also found that organizational support
is essential for ensuring that collaborations are not dependent only on the staff who built them.
Adaptability in an organization’s culture allows room for staff to apply a partnership mindset to
develop sustainable partnerships. Thus, both the individual staff and the organization need to
possess a partnership mindset, as described in this article.
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Appendix

Partnership Mindset Survey
This survey is for 4-H Program Coordinators and Extension Educators who have developed
partnerships with other organizations to expand 4-H program delivery to under-served and
new audiences.
We will be using the results of this survey to develop a scholarship piece "Developing a
Partnership Mindset" in which we will explore key perspectives essential to developing
effective partnerships.
For the purpose of this survey, a partnership is defined as two or more entities coming
together in a relationship to address the goal of providing new program opportunities.

1. Since working for 4-H, how many partnerships have you developed with an
organization outside of Extension to address the goal of serving first time 4-H
youth?
Zero
One
Two - Five
Six or more
2. Please select the types of partners that you work with. Check all that apply.
Schools
Community centers
Cultural specific community organization
Supportive housing community
Other ________________________________________________
3. How did you learn to form partnerships? Check all that apply.
From an Extension colleague
From professional development workshop or coursework
From another organization
Learned from past experience (describe) _______________________________________
Sheer determination
Other ________________________________________________
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4. Tell what that learning looked like related to the learning experiences you checked
in the previous question.

5. Please list below three internal personal strengths or skills that have helped YOU
successfully build partnerships. Then rank their order of importance for anyone
building partnerships.
Rank
_______________________ Skill 1 _____________
_______________________ Skill 2 _____________
_______________________ Skill 3 _____________

6. Please list three specific skills you have learned or gained from the experience of
developing partnerships. Then rank their order of importance.
Rank
_______________________ Skill 1 _____________
_______________________ Skill 2 _____________
_______________________ Skill 3 _____________

7. How have your partners benefited from partnering with 4-H?

8. How has 4-H benefited from partnering?

9. What resistance or obstacles have prevented you from forming partnerships?
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10. Describe how you have been able to move beyond those obstacles?

11. Tell about a particularly challenging partnership experience.

12. What did you learn from this challenging partnership experience?

13. Describe two or three key factors contributing to the success of your strongest
partnership.
1. ________________________________________________
2. ________________________________________________
3. ________________________________________________

14. What is your level of confidence in 4-H's ability to be an effective partner through
your work?
High
Medium
Low

15. What level of importance do you place on building partnerships as a strategy for
building effective 4-H programs?
High
Medium
Low
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16. How long have you worked for 4-H?
1-4 years
5-9 years
10-14 years
15 or more years

17. Tell us anything else you think would be helpful for us to know about your
partnership mindset.
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